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The first thing | was aware of was the water. 


It surrounded my body, steadily flowing around my limbs with its cold tendrils. | stared into the darkness above 
me with intrigue, wondering how I'd ended up here, before | realized that it really didn't matter. | was here 


now, completely weightless in the depths. 


When | breathed in, the water filled my lungs, the freezing liquid sending a pleasant chill through my entire 
body. My arms floated by my sides, and | let my eyes slip shut as | breathed out slowly. My mind was almost 
completely blank, free of all its usual racing thoughts. It was the first time in a while that I'd actually felt free 


and unwound like this. 
But then, it was over. 


Hands gripped my shoulders, and before | could even react, | was yanked out of the water and into the 
freezing air. | gasped, a burning pain exploding in my chest, and | choked. Flailing, | forced the water from my 
lungs, my hands flying out as | was shoved to the floor. | collapsed, my body convulsing on the freezing tiles as 
| continued to cough up the water. Before | could even think, the same hands grabbed my arms once again, 


wrenching me off the ground. 
| tried to scream, but no sound came out. 


| shot upright, my heart nearly pounding out of my chest as | gasped for air. | choked, violent coughs shaking 
my body as | gripped my chest. For a moment, there was nothing but the burning in my lungs, before | began 
to come back to reality. | let my hands down, immediately feeling the familiar material of my bed, and | 


breathed out slowly. 


Wheezing, | lied back down, my eyes slipping shut as | ran my hands over my face. Jesus, had that really been 
a dream? It'd felt so real, like I'd really been surrounded by water before being yanked out by some unseen 


force. Then again, dreams could be like that. 
| sighed, pulling the sheet over my chest as | shifted to lie on my side. No point in dwelling on it. 


My eyes shot open again as a realization abruptly dawned on me: this didn't feel like my bed. | sat up, my 
hands roaming over the sheets and bed. There was no mistaking it - | wasn't at home in my room. This bed 


felt too soft, and, as | blindly felt around myself, my hand brushed a wall. A wall that was definitely padded. 


What the hell? | swung my legs over the edge of the bed and stepped onto the floor. Just like the wall, it was 
also padded, and | stared down in shock. Fear was beginning to creep into my mind, and | stepped forward, 
reaching out and trying to feel for the walls. Just as I'd expected, more padded material. My heart began 
pounding once more as my fingers continued to brush against the cushions lining the walls. What was this? 


Why was | in a padded cell? 


| took a deep breath, trying to think rationally. There had to be a reason | was here. | searched my brain for 
what | had been doing before l'd gone to sleep last night. 


I'd been in the studio all day, working with the rest of the guys on our new album, like we'd been doing for the 
past year. Nothing strange or abnormal about that. Did something happen at the studio that could have sent 


me here? 


And what could it have possibly been? Did | have some kind of psychotic break and have to be carted away to 


a mental institution? 


Warily, | rubbed my arms, taking a few steps back until my back hit yet another padded wall. Before | could 
try to think of any other possible explanation for this, my fingers brushed against a bandage wrapped around 
my left arm, and | looked down in surprise. Of course, | couldn't see anything through the darkness, so | settled 
for simply roaming my fingers over it. It seemed to cover a lot, wrapping around the entire length of my 


forearm and around my hand. 


Had | been in some sort of accident? That might explain some things - | could be in a hospital. But why would | 
be in a padded cell if it was just some sort of injury? Did |..do this to myself? 


| rubbed my unbandaged hand over my face, struggling to remember anything that could have happened 
between me being in the studio and me being here. This whole situation was so confusing, and there were 


absolutely no clues that led me to figuring out what | was doing here. 


Sighing, | slowly shuffled back to the bed and sat on the edge. Obviously, | wasn't going to figure anything out 


at this current point in time, so, hesitantly, | laid back down and pulled the sheet over myself once again 
| didn't have any more dreams of water. 


There had been a part of me that had been hoping that the whole padded room had simply been another 
dream, but the other, more logical part knew that it wasn't. As soon as | opened my eyes to the bright lights 
and white, cushioned walls around me, | felt a mixture of horror and defeat crash down on me. | really was in 


a mental institution, and | had no idea why. 


With a shaky sigh, | threw the sheet to the side and stepped onto the padded floor, glancing around the room 
with intrigue before my eyes landed on my bandaged arm. | stared at it, bewildered once again. There was a 
device that ran from under the bandages to a few inches outside - it looked like part of an IV tube, but the 
end that was exposed was closed | shook my head before | tore my eyes away. Just something else to add to 


the mystery. 


| slowly made my way to the door, peering into the hallway through the small, barred window. There were a 
few people walking along, most of them dressed in all white. They all had different colored bracelets on their 
arms, probably meaning that they were patients here. | looked down at my good arm, noticing the bright 
orange bracelet right away, before | shook my head and returned my gaze to the hallway. The people who 


weren't wearing all white - the doctors, I'd assume - were instead wearing light blue. 


As I'd expected, the door was locked, so | stepped away, sighing. Somehow, being able to actually see the place | 


was in was just more depressing. It just made it more real. 


| suddenly heard the door unlock behind me, and | spun around. There was a woman in all blue standing there, 


wearing what looked like a lab coat and holding a pill bottle. Her expression didn't change at all when she looked 


at me, and | felt a strange uneasiness begin to build in the pit of my stomach. 


| tried to ignore it so that | could possible ask her what | was doing here. "Uh." | began, surprised at the rough 


hoarseness of my voice. 


"Your prescription was changed." she told me before | could continue. She had a thick accent that sounded 
European, but | wasn't completely sure. She held up the pill bottle. "The dosage is the same." 


"Wait, what's the prescription for?" | asked, and she raised an eyebrow, like she'd expected me to know. 


"| was told that this is common." she muttered, more to herself than me. | stared at her, somehow even more 


confused than | had been before. 


"What is?" | questioned, trying to keep my nervousness at bay for the time being. "What am | doing here? Did 
something happen in the studio?" 


As soon as | mentioned the studio, she suddenly turned to look at me, her eyes intense. | shrank back, and she 
sighed. 


"This was in the file as well." she murmured again, and | gaped at her. Why was she being so cryptic? Couldn't 


she just tell me why | was here and why | needed some new prescription drug? 


She looked like she was about to say something else, but before she could, the door opened again. A tall, thin 
man, holding a clipboard and wearing the same blue shirt and white lab coat stepped in, and | felt the same 
uneasiness crawl through my skin. There was next to no expression on his face, and his dark brown hair looked 
like itd been immaculately molded to his head. He looked like a wax statue. 


| couldn't hear what he said to her, but judging by the way she turned and stared at me, | had a feeling it had 
to do with me. She moved to the door, putting the pill bottle in one of the pockets of her lab coat. Before she 
left, she turned to the man with the clipboard again. 


"Doctor," she began in a low voice, giving me a wary side glance before meeting his eyes again. "Andersen 


escaped again this morning." 


He leaned close to her and muttered something that | still couldnt make out, and she gave me one last glance 


before she nodded and stepped out of the room. 


As soon as she was gone, he turned to me, and | felt a chill run through my body. His cold blue eyes locked 
with mine, seemingly staring directly into me, and | shuddered. "Mr. Hammett." he began, his voice level and 
heavily accented like the woman's. | still wasn't sure what kind of accent it was - it sort of reminded me of 


Lars', but thicker. Some sort of Scandinavian? 


| didn't get a chance to wonder further on that, because he spoke again, a small smile crawling its way across 


his lips. 


"We can begin testing.” 


Chapter Two 
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"What." | began, swallowing nervously. "What kind of testing?” 


“Basic testing.” the man told me, making a beckoning gesture with his hand. "Nothing too complicated to start 
out. You only just arrived, after all" 


"But why am | here?" | asked, wishing that someone would just tell me the truth. | was sure that | could handle 


it. 


"Follow me, Mr. Hammett" he stated. | sighed, realizing that | wasn't going to get anything answered yet. "We 
can walk around the facility a bit 


He turned to the door, still keeping his eyes on me with that same emotionless smile, and | reluctantly stood up 
to follow him. | really didn't like the vibe | got from him, but he seemed to be the only one who might tell me 


why | was here. Eventually. 


He led me out into the stark, white hallway, and my eyes roamed around the room in bewilderment. There was 
something strangely familiar about this place that | couldn't understand. It just felt like td been here before, 


like these white walls weren't new. | couldn't make sense of it. 


As he led me down a long hallway, some of the other patients stared at me. That uneasy crawling feeling was 
back as they gazed at me, seemingly trying to dig through my thoughts with nothing but their eyes. Their 
faces all looked the same - emotionless and hollow, like someone had sucked all the life out of them and molded 


what was left into something resembling a person 
There was something off about this place. 


"This facility was first established in IJTI." he began, and | looked up at him. He'd stopped in front of a large 
steel door, and he swiftly typed a code into a panel beside the handle. A clicking sound came from somewhere 


in the door, and he pushed it open 


A large room filled with tables greeted us, more patients sitting together at the tables and staring at me. 
From the way they were organized, | could assume that this was the cafeteria Once again, that unsettled 
feeling crept back into my bones as the patients gawked at me. | looked away from them and back to the man 


beside me, wondering who made me more uneasy. 


"I'm not completely in charge of this one." he continued, leading me away from the cafeteria and down another 
hallway. A woman in white stared at me, her eyes bloodshot and hollow, like all the other patients eyes had 
been. There was a red bracelet on her arm, and | stared down at my own orange one, wondering what the 


colors could mean. 


His voice pulled me out of my thoughts again. "| run the other facility north of this one." he told me, making a 
vague gesture in what | assumed was the direction of said other facility. "But this one, | run with a group of 
different administrators." 


| opened my mouth to say something, but he held up a hand before | could. "I'll be honest with you, Mr. 


Hammett" That same little grin was back on his face. "Or may | call you Kirk this time?" 
"| guess?" | said, puzzled. What did he mean by "this time"? "What do you---" 


"You've given a few administrators a bit of trouble with that before." he remarked, cracking a small smirk 


before he turned away again 


| stared up at him, still unbelievably confused. Nothing he was saying was making sense. Every time | tried to 
ask anything about why | might be here, he'd just give me a vague answer or completely change the subject. 


And he kept talking about me as if I'd been here for years when I've never even been in a mental institution 


‘ll just be honest with you." he stated, turning around to face me again. | stared up at him, wondering if he 
was finally going to give me the answers | wanted and stop avoiding my questions. "Your case has fascinated 


me for years. | know that they may have told you about me the last time you were here, but | was working 


at the other facility at the time. | really would have liked to meet you at that time, but---" 


"Why am | here?" | blurted finally, and he froze. | stepped forward, taking a deep breath and trying to push 
down my rising frustration. | was just sick of him being vague and speaking in riddles. "What's this ‘case’ that 
you've been ‘fascinated’ by?" 


He stared at me for a moment before he breathed out slowly. "We should go to my office." he stated after a 
moment of silence, and | sighed. | guess he wasn't going to be the one to tell me what was going on, unless he 


would tell me the truth in his office. 


| followed him down yet another hallway, both of us silent this time. | took that moment to think about what 
he'd said earlier, about the “last time | was here” and how I'd given administrators trouble before. What the 
hell did he mean by that? I'd obviously never been here before, so maybe he was mixing me up with someone 


else. 


Finally, we reached another door, and he pushed it open before he beckoned me inside with a wave of his hand. 
| hesitantly followed him in, glancing around the room. For the same reason | couldn't explain before, there were 
things in here that | definitely recognized. The white couch, the painting of the vase of flowers on the light 


blue wall - little things that were just somehow familiar. 
| couldn't ignore it - l'd been in this office before. 


"What's the last thing you remember?" he began after several seconds, taking a seat on the opposite couch 


and picking up his clipboard. | sat back on my own couch. 


"Being in the studio with my band" | told him. From the way he looked at me, pen at the ready, | could tell that 
he wanted me to elaborate. "Uh, we've been working on our fourth album for about a year now." | wasn't sure 


if what | was telling him was new information or not, he seemed to know so much about me already. 


"Tell me about your band" he said, and | shifted uncomfortably. All these things he knew about me and he 
didn't know my band? Something about that didn't seem right. 


"Well, uh, we're called Metallica” | searched his face for anything that would tell me he recognized the name, 
but he just kept his eyes on his clipboard as he jotted down some notes. | didn't know why him not knowing 


Metallica was making me so uneasy, but it was. "Have you heard of us?" 

"Go on" he stated simply, and | breathed out slowly, trying to relax as he scribbled something down. He just 
wanted to know about the band - he wasn't trying to get me to take some new medication like that woman 
was earlier. Thinking about it, | really didn't have a reason to be so unsettled by him, but it wouldn't go away 
even when | tried to ignore it. 

"We play heavy metal." | explained. "We're really influenced by bands like Motorhead, Black Sabbath." 

"Can you tell me about the band members?" he asked, and | nodded. 

“Alright, well, James sings and plays rhythm guitar." | told him, smiling a bit. "I'm the lead guitarist. Lars is the 
drummer, Jason's the bassist.l'm not the original lead guitarist, actually. We used to have a guy named Dave, 


but he got kicked out. We also had Ron as the original bassist, then Cliff after him." 


My words trailed off, and | idly drummed my fingers on my leg as | watched him write on his clipboard before 
he set it to the side. 


"Kirk, do you know who | am?" he asked, and | squirmed under his scrutinizing gaze. 


"No." | muttered, nervously fiddling with my fingers. "What does that have to do with what we were talking 
about?" 


"Have you recognized anything around the facility?" There was something about the way his tone had changed 
that was making me unbelievably paranoid. 


‘Ive never---" | stopped when | realized exactly what he was asking, and | shuddered. It was like he could tell 
that | had been recognizing things, that I'd been getting this unexplained deja vu since he led me out of my 

room. "Yeah, | guess | have. But I've never been here before." | was beginning to have doubts about that last 
part - he mentioned something about me being here before, but I'd been trying to stop thinking so far into it. 


Like | said, he could be mistaking me for someone else, but by the way he was talking about me, | had a feeling 
he knew something | didn't. 


"My name is Doctor Johansen" he stated. "Does that name sound familiar at all?" 


| didn't want to admit that it did. | didn't want to get yet another vague feeling that | had heard that name 
before. | still couldn't explain it, but it was there in the back of my mind, and | reluctantly nodded. 


"This is not going to be easy for you to hear." he began. | stared at him. "I've been told that it never has been 
You've been told this several times before, but it's been hard to get you to remember it with all the different 


treatments." 


"Alright, what the hell are you talking about?" | snapped, finally fed up with the vagueness of every statement 
he made. | leaned forward, my fists clenching at my sides. "Why am | here, and why are you asking all these 
things about me? Why do you keep avoiding all my questions and talking about me like I've been here before? 
Why'd you ask me so much about Metallica when y---" 


“There is no Metallica" His words felt like a kick in the face. | stared at him, wondering if he was being serious, 
before he continued. "According to your case, the band ‘Metallica’ is a product of what your subconscious 

wanted you to be. You've been in and out of different facilities ever since, never quite responding to treatment. 
Every time it was thought that something had worked, you'd just revert back to your delusions. But your new 


treatment plan here seems to be working well so far." 


Dead silence. Dr. Johansen picked up his clipboard again and started scribbling something down as | gaped at 
him, my jaw dropped and my eyes wide. He spoke again, but his words were drowned out by the sound of my 
heart thundering against my ribs. | tried to swallow, but it felt like there was a huge, thick hand wrapped 


around my throat. 


| didn't want to believe him. It seemed impossible, like he'd just made it up. Metallica couldn't possibly be nothing 
but a delusion, just a product of my imagination. The songs, the shows, the tours we'd done had been real, 


things that | couldn't make up if | tried. 


But.what reason did he have to lie to me? There was no way to explain the deja vu I'd been feeling in the halls 


and in this office, and the way that he knew so much about me when | had never met him before. 


He could be lying to me, trying to make me believe Ais delusion. 


But he could also be right. It was possible that he was telling the truth about Metallica never existing. As 
much as | thought | knew that there was no way that could be true, there was one small part of my mind 


that was considering it. 
"That's." | tried to speak, but my voice was weak and breathless. 


"You know, it's difficult to manipulate the human brain" he began again. | could have laughed - he'd just told 
me that my entire life with Metallica had been a lie, and he was already on a new subject. | just gawked at 
him, still in a haze of shock. His eyes met mine and he gave me that damn smile again. “But it's easy for the 


human brain to manipulate itself." 


"Wh." | went to say something again, my words trailing off as | ran my hands over my face. The multitude of 
emotions blazing in me was bombarding my mind, surrounding it with a hazy fog of mostly confusion and shock. 
There were so many things | wanted to say, but instead, | remembered something he'd said during his initial 


explanation. 
"What do you mean by..what my subconscious wanted me to be?" 


"You always wanted to be a famous guitarist" he explained. | shuddered at the idea of him telling me my life 
story, things that | couldn't even remember that were apparently wildly different from what | had thought I'd 


experienced. "It's the same dream you'd had since you formed Exodus." 


That part was somewhat true - however, | hadn't wanted to be famous so much as | just wanted to be good. | 
wanted people to know me for being a great guitar player, but | hadn't really been that concerned with getting 
big. 


He flicked through the papers on his clipboard, stopping towards the middle. "You were kicked out in 1983 due to 
rising insanity." | frowned at him - now it was starting to sound wrong. | had left on my own to join Metallica, 
Or not, since Metallica didn't exist according to him. "According to the other band members, you would 


frequently experience these delusions where you thought you were a world famous guitar player." 


My eyes wandered to the floor, though | still listened to Dr. Johansen. "Apparently, around the end of 1982 is 
when the delusions started" | heard him turn a page again "You were getting extremely paranoid that they 
were going to kick you out, and soon, you actually believed they had kicked you out. Thats when your mind 


created an entirely new band" 
"Metallica" | breathed, my eyes drifting up, and he nodded. 
"Yes, Metallica was the band that your subconscious crafted from several parts of yourself and people around 


you." He looked back at the page of his clipboard where he'd written the names I'd said. "We can do an analysis 
of the band members in a later test. But what we do know right now is that they all represent different parts 


of you, good and bad" 


| was stunned into silence again, so he continued. "For example, you said that some of them had been replaced" 
he put in. "That would represent something about you changing. Sort of like something negative being removed 
from your life." He set his clipboard flat on his lap and gave me yet another one of those small, blank smiles. 


"Everything is symbolic, Kirk" 


"But why.." | attempted to speak again, my voice still hollow. | let out a shaky sigh and sat back on the couch. 
"Why can't | remember any of this?" 


Its common with all the treatments." he stated. That was yet another thing he'd been vague about - 
treatments that I'd apparently had. "But we don't have to dwell on the past. We're here now, and | have a 
feeling that this facility will be good for your recovery. After all, I've been very successful in my work." 


He was speaking again, flicking through his clipboard, but | wasn't listening. | was once again caught in the haze 
of mixed emotions that had enveloped me since he first broke the news. | didn't even know what to think - | 
still wasn't sure if he was telling the truth, but there was that part of me that was beginning to accept his 
story. It sounded so reah so plausible. There were too many details that even | couldn't have thought up. And 


again, | had never met this guy before - he had no reason to lie to me. 


The room suddenly felt too small, like the walls were closing in, and | nervously rubbed my arms. Dr. Johansen 
looked up and said something else, something about beginning a simple treatment, but | stood up before he 
could finish the sentence. He just stared at me, giving me that same blank look like he always did. 


| moved to say something, but | just sighed and stepped out of the office, gripping my arms and keeping my 
head down as | quickly made my way down the hallway. Dr. Johansen didn't follow me - he was probably writing 


something in his damn clipboard again, some analysis of why | walked out. 


| didn't even know where | was going. My mind was racing as | jogged through the hallways, my breathing 
coming in heavy gasps as | tried to keep from falling apart right there. | ran past a few other patients, who 


barely even gave me second glances as | rushed by their blank expressions. 


Eventually, | stopped, panting as | leaned back against a wall. My back slid down the wall, and | stared down at 
my hands, pulling my knees up to my chest and trying to make sense of everything I'd been told. 


| didn't know what was real. If Dr. Johansen was telling the truth, and l'd been living in some delusion since 1983. 
If Metallica really did exist, and they were still somewhere out there. If | was supposed to trust him or myself. 


Even if | wasn't insane, and Dr. Johansen was lying to me, what could | do about it now? | was stuck in this 
place - hell, | didn't even know what country | was in. There was nothing else | could do but stare straight 


ahead, gripping my arms as if | were trying to hold what was left of my sanity Together. 


As much as | didn't want to admit it, Dr. Johansen was really all | had here, the only constant in my life in this 


place. 
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Before his shadow even had the chance to fall over me, | knew that Dr. Johansen had found me. | could feel his 


presence, his emotionless eyes staring into me as that blank smile crept over his face like always. 


Sighing, | stood up and looked at him, and he gave me a small acknowledging nod before he wordlessly gestured 
for me to follow him. He started down another long hallway and | shook my head before | moved to walk behind 
him. What else could | do? | was so confused and frustrated by everything he'd told me, but | was so 
exhausted at the same time. | felt like I'd been awake for days, even though it'd only been a couple hours since 
Dr. Johansen had come to get me. 


"We can start testing tomorrow." he put in, and my shoulders sagged in relief. At least he'd wait for that - 
like | said, it felt like he'd put me through so much today even though he had only spoken to me for a short 


time. 


He was quiet again, and | took that moment to bring up something I'd been wondering about since I'd woken up 
and seen it. "What is this?" | asked, holding out my bandaged arm. He turned around and looked at it, his eyes 


actually showing a flash of emotion as soon as he realized what | was asking. 


‘Its experimental" he explained, his hand shooting out to seize my wrist. | instinctively shrank back, but he 
didn't seem to notice as he pointed to the IV tube running under the bandages. "This allows for easy 
administration of any drug." He moved down to point to my wrist. "There's a filter here that prevents any air 
from getting into the veins. This is also the point where the tube can be removed for easier access to the 


vein, in case a drug needs to be administered more quickly than one that would be put into the tube." 
| gawked at him, trying to wrap my head around his explanation. Before | could say anything, he let go of my 
wrist and turned around again, continuing down the hallway. | sped up to follow him, staring at him in confusion 


once again. Every explanation he gave was either vague or convoluted. 


Before | could say anything else, he stopped in front of the large steel doors he'd shown me earlier. The doors 


of the cafeteria. He tapped a code into the panel beside the doors before he pushed them open, and the 
patients sitting at the different tables turned and stared at me again. | turned to look at him instead of them, 


and he gave me that signature blank smile once again. 


"Stay here for a while." he told me. | raised an eyebrow - he was finally going to leave me alone? Even though 
I'd only met him today, he seemed pretty overbearing, wanting me to follow him everywhere he went. | needed 


more time to myself than what I'd had in the hallway. 


He didn't say anything else, so | moved away from his side, hesitantly shuffling towards an empty table 
towards the back of the room. | sat down, sighing as | put my head in my hands. My mind felt like it was filled 
with static, all my thoughts tangling together into a mess | couldn't even begin to try and unscramble. 


Metallica wasn't real. According to Dr. Johansen Like | said, he could be lying, but he seemed to have so much 
that pointed to his claim being true. His story about me slowly losing my mind while | was in Exodus seemed 
almost too far-fetched to be true, but there was a strange, sort of honesty to his words and the way he 


delivered them. 

Still, | had no idea who to believe, who to trust. 

"Well, hell" An accented voice snapped me out of my thoughts, and | turned, meeting the eyes of a young man 
in white who had sat beside me at some point. He had messy blond curls and the same hollow looking eyes as 
all the other patients. Despite that, however, there was a small smile on his face. "Kirk from Exodus?" 


| felt a sinking feeling in my chest - he hadn't said Metallica 


"Yeah." | muttered, my voice low and defeated as | looked down again My eyes caught sight of the bracelet on 
his wrist - yellow with a red stripe. 


‘Ive heard of you." he put in. "I never really listened to you guys, but everyone knew about that breakdown 


you had on stage." At my bewildered expression, he frowned. "Back in I982.don't you remember?" 


"I can't remember anything." | muttered, folding my arms on the table and setting my chin on them. The guy 


looked at me curiously. 
"Well, apparently, you just lost it in the middle of a show." he explained. The way that people | had never met 
would explain my own life story was really starting to get to me. "You smashed everything before you just 


walked off" 


| stared at him, shocked. Not only because | couldn't remember it, but because it was something | would never 
do. | never smashed stuff on stage - it wasn't my style. 


But again, there was something about his explanation that seemed plausible. Just like Dr. Johansen's had been. 


Sighing, | buried my face in my arms, still feeling hopelessly confused and defeated. | could feel the guy's eyes 
still on me, and | raised my head. If I'd really been here before like Dr. Johansen had said, maybe | could get 


some answers from the other patients. 


"How long have | really been here?" | asked, turning to look at him. He raised an eyebrow, but didn't question 
my words. I'll admit, it was probably strange to ask others about myself, but everyone else seemed to know 


more about me than | knew about myself. 


‘Im really not the best person to ask" he put in, chuckling a bit, but it sounded empty. "I haven't been here 
long. But you were here before | arrived" He made a vague gesture to a door on the left side of the room. 
"Apparently you were in the dangerous ward for almost a week." | gaped at him, and he shrugged. "Just what 


I've heard" 


Before | could ask him what the "dangerous ward" was, or even ask him to elaborate, he spoke again. "What 
doctor are you assigned?" he asked. At my puzzled expression, he continued. "Everyone here has a case, and 


everyone gets assigned a doctor to look over that case. | have Dr. Hagen 


"What's your case?" | questioned, mentally kicking myself as soon as the words came out of my mouth. | 


barely knew this guy, and | was already asking him what he was in for. 


He didn't seem to mind, though. "I was diagnosed with a mood disorder." he explained. "I would get really angry 
really easily, and then I'd be depressed for days. It used to be really bad, but then | got sent here." He smiled, 
though it seemed forced somehow. "I had a lot of trouble at first, but then they gave me the right medication. 
Dr. Hagen specializes in things like that." 


| simply gawked at him for a moment before | remembered what he'd originally asked. "| have Dr. Johansen." | 
told him. Even though Dr. Johansen had never outright told me that he was assigned to my case, | had a 
pretty good feeling that he was, judging by the way he wrote down everything | said and knew about all my 
treatment plans. He'd probably assigned himself to my case. 


As soon as | said the name, the guy grinned. "Ah, he's good" he commented. | looked at him, bemused, and he 
continued. "I've heard that from other patients, at least. He's very." His eyes wandered upward as he tried to 
find the right words. "persistent. Every patient he's ever had has gotten better. No one leaves until they're 
better, after all. He knows how to work with his patients. He's..good with people." He smiled and | grimaced at 
his words. "You'll like him." 


| wasn't sure if it was just me being paranoid, but something about the way this guy spoke about Dr. Johansen 
seemed forced, like he was reading off a script. Like he didn't really believe that Dr. Johansen was a good 
doctor, that he had been told to say it or something. 


But, then again, who was | supposed to trust around here? 


There was something that made me uneasy about the way he'd said "No one leaves until they're better". | 


tried to push aside the feeling for the time being. 


"Don't worry about it," he commented. | didn't look at him, my eyes wandering to the doors instead. Dr. 
Johansen was standing there, looking over the other patients gathered before his eyes fell on me. The guy 
beside me kept talking as Dr. Johansen made his way over. "everyone here knows what they're doing. You're 


going to get better, especially if you're working with Dr. Johansen 


Again, his words made me uneasy. They sounded threatening for some reason. Like | would either get out of 


here better or never get out at all 


The rest of the day was pretty uneventful. Dr. Johansen showed me around more of the first floor of the 
facility, and even let me look out into the courtyard. Apparently, on some days, the administrators here would 
let the patients outside, as long as they were watched at all times. Every time | tried to ask something, he'd 


just give me another vague answer or tell me about another experience in my life that | couldn't remember. 


| felt like I'd shown up to a test that everyone but me had studied for, and the test was about different 
experiences that had happened in in my life. Every question | thought | knew the answer to | would get wrong, 
while everyone else would fill in the blanks as if they'd been researching the subject for years. 


| dreamed about Exodus that night. It was very vague - | didn't even know where we were. There wasn't much 
| remembered, but one thing | did know is that Paul and Gary were kicking me out of the band. Just like in the 
way Dr. Johansen had described to me, they couldn't have me in the band anymore because | was losing my 
mind. | distinctly remember Paul telling me that | needed help, and me yelling that there was nothing wrong 
with me. | woke up before he could say anything else. 


The scariest part is that | didn't know if I'd had the dream because of what Dr. Johansen had told me, or if it 


was a memory replaying itself. 


| wasn't sure what time it was when Dr. Johansen came to get me, but I'm sure it was pretty early in the 
morning. The facility seemed quiet, with only a few patients walking through the halls, and | reluctantly stood 


up to meet him. 


"I'd like to do our first test today." he told me, flipping through his clipboard. "You've done this one here 
before, but like | said, | was at the other facility when you were here the first time. But | have been told that 
this test is very effective." 


| shrugged. I'd realized earlier that there was no use questioning any of the things he said about me - | still 
wasn't completely sure if his entire story about me was true, but with everything he told me, | was finding 
myself beginning to believe it. | needed more evidence, though - | didn't want to pass off the years I'd been in 


Metallica as nothing more than a creation of my subconsciousness so quickly. 


Follow me." His voice snapped me out of my thoughts, and | hesitantly stepped into the hallway after him. 


He led me to another set of large steel doors, and tapped a code into the panel beside them before he pushed 


them open. He moved into the room and | followed, staring around the room in bewilderment. 


There were several chambers lined up along the walls, all of them seemingly large enough to fit a body inside. 
Some of them were made of glass, allowing me to see that they were filled with water. My eyes widened as | 
suddenly remembered the dream I'd been having a couple nights ago - the one where I'd been surrounded by 
water. Could that have been a memory like I'd thought? Like always, before | could really think about it, Dr. 


Johansen's voice came from above me. 


"This is called the Water Room." | looked up at him, managing to tear my eyes away from the chambers. "It's 
used for sensory deprivation. When a patient is placed in a sensory deprivation chamber, they will usually 
experience multiple hallucinations. The hallucinations can be analyzed to figure out possible underlying 
psychological issues the patient may have." | gaped at him, and he smirked before he continued. "Often times, a 
patient will be administered a relaxant drug before being placed in either a normal water chamber or a 
perfluorocarbon water chamber. We'll be using a chamber without water today, to make this easy. The water 


isn't always necessary.” 
Once again, | looked down as | struggled to comprehend his explanation He was going to drug me and put me in 
a sensory deprivation chamber so | would hallucinate? | knew he was unpredictable, but | could have never 


imagined that I'd end up here for the first test. It seemed pretty intense for only a first test. Not only that, 


but this room was giving me the same feeling as the hallways and Dr. Johansen's office had. 
I'd been here before as well. Once again, | couldn't explain it, but | had definitely been in this room before. 


Before | could try to think about it, Dr. Johansen grabbed my bandaged arm, unwrapping it. | watched him, 


perplexed, but | knew if | questioned what he was doing, he'd just give me yet another vague response. 

| was slowly realizing that | had to trust whatever he did or said and not question it. 

As soon as he unwrapped the bandages, he unclipped the IV tube from the device he'd told me about, and | 
watched him, baffled. He pulled a syringe out of his lab coat and uncapped it before he placed the needle into 
the device on my wrist. 

"Like | said, this is a device for easier administration of any drug." he explained. As soon as he'd injected 
whatever drug it was, he pulled a roll of bandages out of his lab coat and re-wrapped my arm. | just stared at 
him, still trying to understand exactly what he was doing. He hadn't even asked me if | wanted to do this test - 
he'd just led me into this room and begun. 

Then again, like | said, | really wasn't in a position to question or protest what he was doing. 


| could try, though. "But---" 


He grabbed my unbandaged wrist and led me to one of the chambers before | could say anything. "This has 


been proven to work in several cases." he began, opening the door. | peered inside - | couldn't see anything but 


darkness. 
"Wait." | tried again, and he just held his hand up. 


"Kirk, just trust me on this." he told me, and | knew | wasn't going to win this. I'd known | wouldn't be able to do 
anything to object, but | had to at least try. 


| suppose | could understand why he expected me to go along with him on everything. According to him, I'd 
been here before, and I'd been a mental patient for years before that. | should be compliant by nature and let 


him, the doctor who knows more than | do, take care of me. 


With a sigh, | stepped into the darkness, trying not to think about how much it seemed like Dr. Johansen was 
trying to mold me into a completely different person. 


"Try not to think too much." he stated, and | reluctantly nodded, still wishing he'd at least told me more of the 
details of his plan before he just threw me into it. The last thing | saw before he closed the door of the 


chamber was his trademark blank smile, before | was surrounded by nothing but blackness and silence. 


| wasn't sure how long | stared into the darkness, waiting for the drugs to kick in. Just like Dr. Johansen had 
told me, | tried not to let my mind wander, tried to only focus on one thing, but it was next to impossible to 
not think about everything that had happened. There had been so much in such a short amount of time - 

honestly, when | was here in the silence, | wanted to think about all that had happened, and all I'd been told. It 


seemed like the perfect time. 


Eventually, my racing mind began to quiet, and | breathed out slowly as | felt the tension leave my body. | 
usually hated the feeling of being disconnected, of not being in control of myself, but this was different. | felt 
completely relaxed, like everything that had happened since I'd woken up here didn't matter. Hell, | couldn't even 


remember why I'd been so confused and nervous earlier. Whatever it was wasn't important right now. 


Sleepily, | stared straight ahead into the darkness. Swirls of color began to creep into my field of vision, and | 
followed them with my eyes, mesmerized. Images floated through the colors, blurry pictures | could just 
barely make out. The only thing | could see somewhat clearly was a sandbag surrounded by black maggots. | 
wasn't sure what it meant, but again, that wasn't important right now. 


There was a face in the middle of it all. The face of someone | recognized, but | wasn't sure where from. A 


young man with long hair who looked like an amalgamation of myself and everyone I'd seen in the facility. Wart. 


It was James, but it didn't look like James. It looked more like the idea of James, like a painting that someone 


had created from going off a description of him instead of seeing him in person. 


| wasn't sure how much time had passed before it was over, the door in front of me opening to reveal the 


blank smile of Dr. Johansen in the dim lighting of the room. He beckoned me forward with a wave of his hand, 


and | slowly dragged myself out of the chamber, still in somewhat of a trance. 


My eyes stayed glued to the floor, half-glazed over as | barely managed to shuffle to his side. He put his hand 


on my shoulder, and | barely registered it as he led me away from the chamber. 


Once he'd led me into the hallway, | leaned against the wall, and he flicked through his clipboard. "Did you see 
anything?" he asked, his words taking longer than normal to sink in. "You know, even if you didn't see anything, 
it would still mean something. Like | said, everything is symbolic." 


"Yeah." | mumbled, rubbing my hand over my face. Whatever drugs he had given me were still in full effect, 
giving me the feeling of floating through space as | numbly stared at the floor. 


"Tell me." he persisted, scribbling something down. "We can go over the meanings of everything tomorrow." 


“There was." | stared at the floor as | struggled to remember the images I'd seen through the haze of fog in 
my mind. "a sandbag, black maggots..uhh.." 


| wasn't sure what it was, but there was a part of me that was telling me not to say anything about seeing 


James. Maybe the drugs were starting to wear off, letting me begin to think for myself again. 


“That was it." | muttered, and he nodded, writing on his clipboard before he put his hand on my shoulder again, 
leading me away from the water room. | kept my head down, barely listening to whatever explanation he was 


giving now. 


| felt like nothing more than a puppet, invisible strings digging into my flesh as | let him drag me down the 
hallway. 


Chapter Four 


Author's Notes: 

Well, | think we're starting to get into it here. | really like this chapter and the revelations it gives-l've had the 
idea for the scene towards the end for a while, and I've been wanting to write it for a while as well, heh. Thank 
you to everyone who read and reviewed the last chapter! So like | said, this one is pretty important-its got a 
pretty big reveal. Hopefully that's not giving away too much, heh. | just like this one, y'know? This is a cool 
story to write. Like | said, I'm glad everyone else likes it too! As always, | don't own anything except the plot 
and story. Hope you enjoy :) 


| hadn't had any dreams after Dr. Johansen had taken me back to my room following the Water Room test. 


| hardly even remembered what had happened as soon as I'd collapsed into bed. I'd laid there in a trance for 

what could have been minutes or hours, watching the different blurry images float through the darkness as 
the last of the drugs wore off. When I'd woken up the next morning, | couldn't remember what any of them 
had been. | knew that Dr. Johansen would have said they meant something. 


He'd come to get me soon after I'd woken up, taking me to the cafeteria again after he'd given me my 
prescription through the device on my arm. Whatever it was, it wasn't messing with my head and giving me a 
disconnected feeling this time. | felt it anyway as | stared at the wall in front of me, listening to the blond man 
from the day before tell me about a test he'd had before he asked about mine. 


He'd come to sit next to me again - Dr. Johansen had told me his name was Erik. Erik Sørensen, admitted for a 


mood disorder. Apparently he wasn't the same man without his medication. | couldn't even imagine it. 


| barely knew him, but he seemed like an alright guy. He seemed to be the only one who didn't just silently 
gawk at me when passing in the hallways, or when | showed up to the cafeteria with Dr. Johansen leading. | 
wondered if the other patients knew me from the "onstage breakdown" that Erik had mentioned. 


"We did a test in the Water Room yesterday." | told him, my skin crawling as | said the words. As soon as he'd 
asked, that familiar uneasy feeling had made its way back into the pit of my stomach. Now that | wasn't loaded 
up on whatever drugs Dr. Johansen had given me prior to the test, | could think clearly, think for myself. | 
could reflect on what had actually happened, and, when | really thought about it, that test gave me a weird 
feeling. 


Honestly, this whole place gave me a weird feeling, like there was something off that everyone knew but was 


too afraid to say anything about. Then again, what was | supposed to do about it? 


Ive heard about that test, but | haven't had it yet" Erik put in, pulling me from my internal musings, and | 
turned to face him. "I don't think I'll have it..Dr. Hagen and | talk more about my past, and how it's made me 


into who | am. We talk a lot about improving that person" 


| nodded, and he looked like he wanted to say something else, but he simply turned away to stare off into 
space. He was quiet for a long few seconds, so | took that moment to bring up something | hadn't yet asked 
him. | wanted to get another person's input on this, instead of just Dr. Johansen's. 


"Do you know anything about Metallica?" | asked, and he turned to me, his expression puzzled. | wondered how | 


sounded, talking about a band that Dr. Johansen told me didn't exist. "The band, Metallica." 


He thought for a second, looking down at his hands before he met my eyes again. "| haven't heard of them." he 
told me, and | felt a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach again Just like Dr. Johansen, Erik didn't sound like 
he was trying to trick me in any way - he honestly sounded like he had never heard of us. Which was possible, 
since not everyone listened to metal, but there was something about the way he said it that made me think 


there was more to it than that. "Are they new?" 


| let out an exasperated sigh, trying to keep the desperation out of my voice. "They've been around since 1981." | 
put in. He raised an eyebrow before he shook his head. 


"What do they play?" he questioned, and | sighed again as | averted my eyes, staring at my folded hands on the 
table. 


"Forget it” | muttered, defeated, and he looked at me curiously. He seemed like he wanted to say something 
else, but the doors opening stopped him, and | sighed as | noticed Dr. Johansen making his way over to the 
table. He gave Erik a small, acknowledging nod, who returned it, before he put his hand on my shoulder. 


"We have some things to talk about in my office." he stated, and | shrugged, standing up to follow him. Like | 
said, what other choice did | have? All| could do was continue to follow him around, because he was assigned 


to my case. 


As soon as we reached his office, he immediately sat on the couch opposite mine, and | hesitantly followed suit 
to sit on my own couch. | never liked the feeling | got from this room - it always seemed like the walls were 


accusing me of something. Before | could think further on that, Dr. Johansen spoke. 


| told you yesterday that we could go over the meanings of the hallucinations you had in the Water Room." he 
began, flipping through his clipboard, and | shrugged. He looked up at me and gave me that signature blank 


smile. "Now, you told me you saw a sandbag and black maggots." 


"Yeah." | muttered. He reached over and picked up a book, quickly flicking through the pages before he stopped 


on one that he'd marked. 


"Remember the symbolism, Kirk?" he asked, and | nodded. Back to speaking in riddles, | suppose. His eyes roamed 
over the page he was on before he spoke again. "The sandbag - it implies that you are diverting or avoiding 


your feelings instead of confronting them." | gaped at him as he flicked through more pages before stopping 


again "The black maggots - it implies that you are in denial about something. That you are refusing to see the 
truth." 


| knew exactly what he was referring to. The whole thing about how | was refusing to believe his truth, that 


Metallica wasn't real. 


| stared at him, trying to make sense of his explanation. Like always, there was some sort of truth to his 
words. Why would | have seen those things if they didn't mean what he told me? He always told me that 


everything was symbolic, something that | was beginning to understand. 


"Can you tell me a bit about these bandmates?" he questioned, and | frowned. He set the book to the side and 
picked up his clipboard. "Their personalities may be able to give me some insight into what your 


subconsciousness wanted." 


| suddenly felt a surge of anger rush through me, the same way it had on the first day I'd woken up here. 
When I'd finally been fed up with Dr. Johansen avoiding all my questions and giving me vague answers. These 
bandmates. Because they weren't real, right? Because | was just some crazy guy who'd made them up, and now 


| was here so that Dr. Johansen could fix me. 
| just couldn't take it anymore - | needed him to tell me the real truth. 


Not just more stories about my life that | couldn't remember, or vague, dodgy answers. The real, full truth. 
Why | was really here, how I'd lost my mind like he'd said. Proof that | actually had lost my mind, and he wasn't 


just making up stories to try and make me believe | was insane. 
If Metallica not being real was part of that honest truth, | would just have to handle it. | could handle it. 
Right? 


"Alright," | began, my voice more bitter than I'd intended. Dr. Johansen wasn't offended, however - he never 
was. | wondered if he actually had emotions. "I want the truth" He went to speak but | held up a hand before 
he could. He raised an eyebrow and smirked a bit, but stayed quiet. "I'm tired of hearing stories about things | 
can't even remember doing. | want evidence that I've done these things. Then." | swallowed roughly, glancing 


down for a moment before | met his eyes again. "| might start believing it” 
His silence was grating, his eyes staring directly into mine and seemingly right through me, that same fucking 
smile on his face like always. | sighed and looked down, my fingers gripping the edge of the couch. | was just so 


tired - | wanted closure. If | was insane, | was insane. | just wanted real evidence that | was. 


"Very well," he began after a few moments, and | looked up. He was still smiling. "what sort of evidence would 


you like? Documents?" 


| stared at him for a few moments, my mind blank. Shit, | hadn't really thought of anything specific that | 


wanted to see. Somehow, | hadn't thought about the fact that there would most likely be multiple pieces of 


evidence that could tell me if | was really as crazy as Dr. Johansen said | was. 


The documents seemed like a good option of exploring my apparent past, and what had put me in here and in 
multiple mental institutions over the years, but that wasn't what | was looking for right now. | did want to 
know how | initially ended up as a mental patient, and how I'd eventually come to this facility, but | was more 
interested in first getting to the bottom of Dr. Johansen's whole claim about Metallica not being real. There 
was probably no mention of them in any of those documents, but if | could try calling the guys, and find out if 
it was true, that they weren't real.. 


"I wanna talk to my Metallica bandmates." | told him. He raised an eyebrow again 
"Kirk, they don't exist." he stated, and | shook my head. 


"If that's true, then | won't be able to talk to them." | explained. He watched me intently, for once not 
immediately moving to grab his clipboard. "| wanna call them, and if what you say is true, that they're not 


real..well, they're not gonna be there. ' 


He looked at me for a long moment again, before he finally picked up his clipboard and stood up. “Alright” he 
said, and | followed him as he led me out of his office and down a hallway | hadn't been down yet. Or had |? 
Everything looked the same in this damn place. 


Dr. Johansen brought me to another door with yet another panel beside the door, and he typed in a code 
before pushing the doors open and leading me inside. The room was empty, save for a line of corded phones 
along the wall in front of me. No one else was here - | assumed that if someone wanted to use this room, 


they had to have their specific doctor with them. 


His voice came from above me. "You can use this room to call them." he explained, and | turned to face him. "If 


you think it may give you some sort of.closure, to truly know that they don't exist, then | understand." 


| narrowed my eyes but didn't say anything as | made my way to one of the phones near the middle. How 
could he possibly understand? I'd been with them for years, or so | thought - | couldn't just be convinced that 
I'd made up the whole thing. | went to say something else, but | couldn't think of anything that | hadn't said 
already, so | sighed and turned back to stare at the phone. 


Now that the room was quiet, | wasn't distracted | could actually think about exactly what | was doing now 
that Dr. Johansen had stepped off to the side of the room, but | couldn't think of who to call first. Hell, | was 
about to find out if | really was insane, and if the guys I'd been playing music with for years actually existed 


and weren't just figments of my subconsciousness. It hardly even sounded real. 


Well, | should probably start with one of them. | thought, my fingers flying over the keypad to tap in James’ 


number. 


| wasn't sure what | had expected to hear. I'd been pulled in two different directions since I'd woken up here - 
the one that Dr. Johansen was trying to get me to come to, where Metallica didn’t exist, and the one that | 
continued to hang onto, where I'd been in Metallica for years. The lines between them were starting to blur, 


distorting wildly and suddenly as soon as | heard the voice on the phone. 
"The number you have dialed has been disconnected and is no longer in service." 


My eyes widened as | set the phone back in the holder, staring at it in shock. Before my mind could jump to 
any conclusions, | tried to rationalize - maybe James had really just disconnected his number. | couldn't think 
of why he might do that, but maybe it had been the company instead of him. He might have forgotten to pay 
the bill or something. Or maybe I'd called a wrong number, although | was pretty sure | knew one of my best 


friends' phone numbers. 

Alright, don't think too much about it. | told myself, tapping in Lars' phone number as | clutched the phone. My 
eyes flickered to Dr. Johansen for a moment, his face expressionless as he stared back at me, for once not 
writing something on his clipboard. 

"Hello?" A woman's voice came from the other end, and | frowned as | looked away from Dr. Johansen. | was 
sure I'd gotten the right number this time..of course | had. | couldn't have screwed up the phone numbers of 


my bandmates twice. 


Unless there arent any bandmates. The thought was quick, fleeting, but | winced as it passed through my mind 
anyway. | couldn't think like that - | still didn't have enough proof. 


Yet 

"Uh, is Lars there?" | asked, hoping my voice wasn't as nervous as | felt. 
"You got the wrong number." the woman said, sounding annoyed. | bit my lip. 
"Are you sure---" | tried, but she just scoffed. 


"There's no ‘Lars' here!" she snapped, and | grimaced as she hung up before | could say anything else. Pleasant 


lady. 


Setting the phone into the holder before | pulled it back again, | let out a shaky sigh, hopelessly staring at the 


floor. Had | really gotten the wrong number twice? Maybe | had screwed up James' number, but Lars’ as well? 
Kirk, they dont exist 


| shook my head, trying to ignore Dr. Johansen's words from earlier, although there was a side of me beginning 
to consider his words. It scared the hell out of me, but that small part was actually starting to believe what 
he'd been saying. 


No, its not possible. | told myself, frantically tapping the number pad again as my fingers tightened their grip on 
the phone. My heart was pounding, and | took a deep breath, trying to think rationally again. It seemed really 
unlikely that I'd get my bandmates numbers wrong twice, but it was possible. 


Somehow, however, | felt like there was more to it than that. 


| didn't think it'd have to come to this. | never thought I'd be standing here, desperately wishing that Jason 


would answer and tell me | wasn't crazy. 


"Yes?" An older man's voice came from the other end, and | felt a cold sweat break out on my forehead, 
Another wrong number? Now | knew there was something wrong here - even if I'd somehow screwed up both 


James and Lars' numbers, there was no way | could mess up three times in a row. 
"Is Jason there?" | asked, even though | knew it wouldn't get me anywhere. 
"You've got the wrong number, sorry." he told me, and | nodded, even though he couldn't see me. 


Without a word, | set the phone back in the holder before | took it back, my hands shaking as | gripped it. 
Desperately, | racked my brain for someone, anyone else to call, even though | was quickly losing hope. None of 


my bandmates had been there.. 
My Metallica bandmates. 


| was suddenly hit with another idea, and | stepped close to the number pad as | quickly tapped in the number 


of someone | hadn't spoken to in years. Someone who | knew would give me the truth. 


| hadn't even thought about what | would do if | couldn't get a hold of any of the Metallica guys, but now that 


| was standing here, waiting for him to pick up, | realized | was at the end of my rope here. My last resort. 


| narrowed my eyes as | glared at Dr. Johansen, who had been staring at me the entire time with that same 
blank look on his face. How could he be so calm when my entire life, or the life | had thought I'd had, was 
crumbling away by the second? 


"Uh, hello?" The voice on the other end snapped me from my thoughts, and | tore my gaze away from Dr. 
Johansen, staring at the floor. 


"Paul?" | asked, my voice breathless. | could only imagine that his face was just as shocked as mine. I'd talked 


to him only a few times since..well, since | left Exodus to join Metallica. 


"Kirk?" he questioned. Despite not having spoken to me for at least three years, Paul Baloff's voice seemed to 
have brightened as soon as he'd recognized mine. "Hey man, how's it goin’? Are you at that new place you 


were tellin me about?" 


| froze in place, my eyes momentarily wandering to Dr. Johansen, as if he would be able to help or something. 
He just stared at me, smiling emotionlessly, and | turned back to stare at the keypad in front of me. What the 
fuck did Paul just say? 


"New place?" | wheezed, my fingers tightening their hold on the phone. How the fuck did Paul know | was here? 
Unless.. 


No, no, it wasn’t possible.| took a deep breath, trying to steady my racing heart. There must be some other 


meaning to his words. | wasn't insane. | couldn't have made up a band. | wasn't crazy. | wasn't crazy. 
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"Yeah, that place that's supposed to be really good with treating their patients." he clarified. As if that made it 
any better. "You told me you got transferred there once, but they weren't ready for you to become a patient 


or something." 


What the fuck."Wh.." | breathed, gawking at the wall. My mind had gone completely blank, and | struggled to find 


any words as | stood there helplessly. 
"Kirk, what's going on?" he asked finally. 


| can't remember anything." | blurted, feeling the floodgates open as everything that I'd been told and keeping 
inside finally began spilling out. "I just woke up in a mental institution a couple days ago, and this guy told me | 
was crazy and that I'd made up a band. He keeps telling me Metallica isn't real, that they're, like..the product of 
what my subconscious wanted me to be, that | wanted to be famous, and |--like, | lost my mind because of it, 
and..." 


| didn't realize that my hands were shaking until my eyes happened to wander down, and | sighed shakily as | 
leaned heavily against the wall. "Ive been crazy for years?" | continued, my voice breathless. "And | had a 
breakdown on stage or something, and the--the other patients told me that, but they recognize me, but not 
from Metallica, because Metallica isn't real, but.!--" 


"Hold on, man." Paul's voice broke my train of words, and | breathed out slowly as | tried to control my 


pounding heart. "Slow down for a second. Where are you?" 


"| don't know." | told him, rubbing my hand over my face as | tried to gather my thoughts. "l'm in some mental 
institution because..apparently | made up some band. Or my subconsciousness did. But.l've been in Metallica for 
years, and | remember everything about them, but now everyone's telling me they're not real. That | started 


losing my mind while | was in Exodus, and..Paul?" 


He let out a long sigh, and | felt my hands shaking again. "This isn't the first time you've called me about this." 


he muttered, and my blood ran cold. "I don't know how to explain this, uh, for the first time again, | guess.” 


"Just tell me the truth." | stated, hoping my voice didn't sound as desperate as | felt. | heard him sigh again 
before he took a deep breath. 


"Kirk, you were losing your mind." he told me, and | swallowed roughly. That was Paul, always blunt and straight 
to the point. He never beat around the bush with anything - he would always tell things exactly how they 
were, even if it wasn't something anyone wanted to hear. He was the one who would break news that no one 


else would. 


| went to ask him what he meant but he continued before | could. "You would always talk to yourself, like..you'd 
have conversations with people that weren't there." he explained. | stared straight ahead, gawking at nothing as 
| listened to Paul tell me why | was insane. "You started getting really paranoid that we were gonna kick you 

out, and then you thought we did. You made up your own band, man. | don't remember what the name was..but 


you just created a band and bandmates out of .nothing.’ 


Silence. My fingers gripped the phone, my chest tight as my eyes fell to the floor. | swallowed roughly, my 
heart pounding so hard that | briefly wondered if Paul or Dr. Johansen could hear it. It felt like someone had 


kicked me in the stomach with a steel-toed boot over and over. 


| couldn't believe it. It sounded impossible. But.this was Paul telling me everything, not just some doctor l'd 
never met in my life. Paul Baloff, the singer of my first band, the guy who'd been like an older brother to me 
for the couple years we'd been in Exodus. If there was anyone who would tell me the truth about what had 


happened, it would be Paul. The truth Id desperately been seeking, that | was sure | could understand. 


It wasn't just the fact that | really was insane, and that Metallica wasn't real - it was also the fact that Dr. 
Johansen had been right. 


„it implies that you are in denial about something That you are refusing to see the truth 


| stared hopelessly at Dr. Johansen, his expression, though emotionless like always, seemingly taunting. As if 
he'd been waiting for this moment - waiting to prove me wrong. To prove he was right, that | was crazy, that 


| belonged here for him to make me better. Because no one leaves until they're better, right? 
Metallica wasn't real. Dr. Johansen had been right. Metallica wasn't real. 


There was still a part of me refusing to believe it, even though it'd been spelled out to me. The part of me 
that didn't want to believe it, that just wanted to hang on to the belief I'd apparently kept for years. | couldn't 
just let it go, even though everyone had been telling me the truth, the truth Id been so blind to, since | woke 
up here. How was | supposed to just overlook everything I'd had with Metallica? Even if none of it was real, 


how could | forget? 


"Paul?" | managed to choke out, rubbing my hand over my face as | felt a burning feeling creep up my neck. | 
tried to ignore it, shoving my hand into my pocket instead. | still needed more - | needed to know if this was 


really Paul. 


"Yeah?" he asked, his voice cautious, as if he were walking over glass. | almost rolled my eyes - don't say 
anything to upset the mental patient now, eh? | could have started ranting, demanding to know more, but | just 


didn't have it in myself to act on the anger and bitterness beginning to pool in the pit of my stomach. 


"What, uh.." | began, picking at my shirt as | tried to think of something only he would know about me. 
Something that a guy just pretending to be Paul wouldn't be able to answer. "How old was | when | started the 
band?" Pretty general, but it wasn't something everyone knew. 


"Well, sixteen, but | wasn't in the band yet" he told me. It sounded like he understood why | was suddenly 
asking. "Do you..at least remember how we met?" His voice had changed - he still sounded cautious, but there 


was an edge of melancholy to his tone. 


"Yeah." | said, realizing that | should have better explained what | meant by "/ cant remember anything’. "| 
remember everything up until.'83. That's when the Met---the, uh, made up band thing started. | guess." | ran 
my hand over my face, still hardly able to believe that this was real, that | wasn't just living in some fucked 
up, drug-induced nightmare. | suddenly remembered something else, something that would tell me immediately 


if this was actually Paul. If he knew this... 


"Take me down." | began, swallowing roughly. If this was really Paul, he would know exactly what | was talking 
about - it was an old, stupid inside joke we all came up with when we were completely wasted one night. No 


one but the rest of the guys in the band and me knew it. 


"To Metaltown, where all there is is metal" he stated, chuckling a bit as | stood there frozen, my blood turning 
to ice. It was him. It really was Paul. | opened my mouth to say something, but my words had left me. Paul 
was still snickering to himself as if my life wasn't disintegrating into millions of fragments. "Man, l'm surprised 


you remember that." 


"Kirk?" he asked after several seconds of silence, his voice cautious again. | wanted to say something, but it 


felt like someone had wrapped barbed wire around my throat. "You alright, man?" 


| almost laughed. Of course | wasn't fucking alright, | was insane. It didn't feel like | was insane, but then again, 
I've always heard that a crazy person doesn't know that they're crazy. | wondered how long itd been going on, 
when it had truly started. Had it hit suddenly, coming out of nowhere back in ‘82 and building up quickly? Or 
had | been slowly losing my mind since I'd started the band when | was sixteen, only getting worse over the 


years? 


"ll call you back" | choked, my throat tight as | once again stared desperately at Dr. Johansen. Paul said 
something else, but his words were drifting aimlessly through the air. He said something about how I'd be fine, 
but | found that | couldn't believe even that as he gave me a quick farewell before the line went dead. 


Dr. Johansen's hands fell onto my shoulders, but | barely registered it. He was saying the same thing Paul had 
been saying - that I'd be fine, that this facility was very good with its patients, but | wasn't paying attention. 


How could | after everything Paul had said? 


| struggled to make sense of my thoughts. It felt like my mind was splitting in two, both sides of me fighting 
with each other as | felt my fists clench at my sides. 


That wasn't Paul. one part of me was saying. My last ditch effort at denying the truth that had been laid out 
right in front of me. 


Yes it was. | argued with myself. /f that wasn't Paul, he wouldnt have known the Metaltown inside joke. It was him, 


and you really are insane. 


There were so many things that | wanted to say. So many thoughts bombarding my mind all at once, all 
conflicting with one another, my mind was arguing with itself. That's really the only way | could look at it - one 
side of me knew the real truth and was trying to accept it for what it was, but the other part refused to 


even consider it. 


My face burned again, and | buried my face in my hands, trying to hold back the flood of emotions attempting 
to claw their way out. didn't want Dr. Johansen to see me wrecked like this, in the way that he'd probably 


wanted all along. 


| let my hands fall to my sides as | stared numbly at the floor, swallowing past the glass in my throat. Dr. 
Johansen's hands were still on my shoulders as he led me away from the room, and | let him walk me down 


the hallway once again, like he always did. 


Because that's what | was supposed to do, right? Just keep playing the role of the mental patient, let Dr. 
Johansen do his job, because he knew what he was doing, and | didn't. | was just the patient, just the crazy guy. 
Nothing but the crazy guy. 


Chapter Five 


Author's Notes: 
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theorizing about possible twists-its really cool to see everyone that invested in the story. As always, | don't 
own anything except the plot and story. Thank you to everyone who has read and reviewed. Hope you enjoy :) 


It was easy to lose track of time in this place. 


Every day was the same, everything a carefully organized routine. Wake up, take medication, go to the 
cafeteria, have therapy, go back to the cafeteria, maybe talk to one of the other patients who didn't just 
stare vacantly when you said anything to them. The only break in the routine was after therapy, when you 
were free to do what you wanted in the facility. With the right amount of administrators watching your every 


move, of course. 


As soon as Dr. Johansen had brought me back to my room following my talk with Paul, I'd finally buried my 
face in my hands and let everything I'd been keeping inside claw its way out. My face had burned, but | hadn't 
cried, instead just letting myself feel everything without having to worry about Dr. Johansen seeing me in such 


a vulnerable position. 


| just couldn't believe that any of this was real, that | had actually lost my mind in 1983 and created a band 
out of nothing. Even though everything had been given to me straightforward, by Paul, no less, it still seemed 


impossible. 


Dr. Johansen had told me | was going through the grieving process, the whole five stages. When | really 
thought about it, | realized that he was right again - I'd denied the facts, gotten angry when my truth didn't 


line up to the actual truth.,just like the beginning stages. | wondered if I'd ever reach the "acceptance" stage. 
Was it really possible to mourn something that never existed, though? 


Dr. Johansen had been starting to leave me alone since I'd talked to Paul, only bringing me into his office a few 
times a week instead of every day. He would still come to get me every morning and give me my medication, 


but he wouldn't constantly stay by my side like he had been doing. 


It'd been a few weeks since I'd woken up here, and, even though Dr. Johansen had been telling me that | was 
making progress, | couldn't see it. | felt like | was stuck in a rut, aimlessly drifting through life with no purpose. 
Sometimes it really felt like there was no meaning to my life - I'd always known that | was meant to play 


music, and without that, it was hard to find what my real motive was. 


| was pulled from my thoughts by his voice from his side of his office. "I'd like you to tell me about the 
previous band members." he stated, clipboard and pen at the ready. That was something we'd been going over 
lately - the traits and personalities of the Metallica guys. He would always tell me that they represented 
different parts of myself, good and bad. Like how James was a representation of the confrontational, stubborn 


aspect of my personality, for example. 


"Some of them were in the band before | was." | told him, my voice the same monotone it had been for the 
past couple weeks. Dr. Johansen had told me that | was repressing what | was truly feeling, that my mind, still 
trying to take the truth, had gone into a numb state. | wasn't sure if | completely agreed with him, but then 
again, | wasn't sure of many things these days. 


"They had names, didn't they?" he asked, and | nodded. 


"Yeah, Dave was the lead guitarist before me." | explained. It was still weird to talk about the guys, knowing 
that they weren't real. "Dave Mustaine. | never met him, but the guys told me that he was.pretty 
unpredictable. He'd get angry pretty easily, especially when he was drunk. 


"Do you drink often?" he questioned, scribbling on his clipboard. | shook my head and he set his clipboard on his 
lap. "You never meeting ‘Dave' is symbolic of you not wanting to confront that part of yourself. And him 


becoming angrier when intoxicated could perhaps be your fear of being in that state yourself.” 


| leaned forward, setting my chin on my folded hands. Once again, although his words were complex, they 
somehow made sense. Though | had never really known Dave, | always knew that | didn't want to end up like 
him. Kicked out of the band for being a hopeless drunk. | considered his words before | looked up at him, and he 
gave me that trademark blank smile. 


He went to say something else, but the phone ringing on his desk stopped him before he could. He held up a 
finger before he picked it up. 


"Dr. Johansen" he stated, and | sat back. | couldn't hear what the person on the other end was saying, but Dr. 
Johansen's face changed as soon as he heard them. It was as if someone had flicked a switch as his face 


suddenly became serious. 
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"Sorry, Kirk, there's a situation that | have to take care of." he said as he set down the phone. He stood up and 
| followed suit as he led me out of his office. | wasn't sure if | was glad that | would be getting away from him 
for a while. Just like he'd said, | really had been in a sort of numb state since the whole Paul thing had gone 
down. "You can go to the cafeteria." 


"Yeah." | muttered, and he gave me a blank smile again before he turned and made his way down the opposite 
hallway. | watched him go for a moment before | sighed and began walking towards the cafeteria. The entire 


way there, | still couldn't feel anything besides a dull melancholy in the back of my mind. 


A doctor l'd seen a couple times let me in when | arrived, silent as she tapped the code into the panel beside 
the door. As soon as | was inside, | immediately made my way over to the table that I'd been sitting at with 
Erik for the past couple weeks. 


I'd been getting to know Erik more and more - despite the fact that he was a heavily medicated mental patient 
like myself, he actually seemed fairly normal. He had been the one to initially sit next to me, unlike all the 
other patients who just stared at me with wide, vacant eyes. Erik had never done that - he did have the same 


hollow looking eyes as everyone else, but it seemed like he wasn't only made of medication like all the others. 


Honestly, | was just glad that | had someone besides Dr. Johansen to talk to here. I'd probably go even crazier 


than | already was if | didn't. 


He gave me a small smile as | sat next to him, and | wanted to return it, but | couldn't find it in myself. As | 
absentmindedly stared down at my hands, it occurred to me that | had never asked what the different colors 
of the bracelets everyone wore meant. Considering how many people I'd seen with different colored bracelets, | 


could assume that the colors were a code for something. 


"What do these even mean?" | asked, gesturing to the orange bracelet on my arm. | was surprised Dr. 


Johansen hadn't told me yet - but then again, he probably assumed | knew, since I'd been here before. 


Erik turned to me. "They're for threat levels." he explained. "How much of a threat a patient is to themself or 


others." | looked down at my bracelet and he continued. 


"Green means no threat or very small threat. You can access more areas of the facility, you don't have to be 
supervised as often, that kind of thing. Yellow," he motioned to his bracelet. "is mild threat. Some areas of the 
facility you can't access, you have more supervision, but not as much as the orange." He gestured to my 

bracelet. "Orange is moderate threat. Even more supervision" That would explain why Dr. Johansen was always 


coming to get me and making me follow him. 


"Red is the most severe." he stated. | remembered a couple patients I'd seen with red bracelets - shuffling 
mindlessly through the halls, always followed by one or two doctors, their eyes hollow and vacant. As if they 


were nothing but shells of people, more medication than human. 


He pointed out the red stripe on his bracelet. "This means ‘with medication." he stated. "Like.some patients are 
less of a threat if they have medication So this," he waved a hand over his bracelet. "means l'm a mild threat 


if I'm medicated." 


| just nodded, my eyes flickering down to my bracelet. | wondered what | had done in order to be classified as a 
"moderate threat". I'd apparently been in the "dangerous ward" before - maybe it had something to do with 
that. Although | did wonder what | had done to end up in there as well, and what the "dangerous ward" even 
was. Dr. Johansen hadn't told me anything about it. 


He always had been vague. 


"You know," Erik began, and | turned back to him. "apparently, there's a lot more on the upper floors than down 


here. Down here is just.all the therapy and hospital rooms. I've heard that it's the same on the upper floors, 


but with different activity rooms as well." 


"There are upper floors?" | asked, gaping at him as | set my chin on my hand. How much about this place did | 
not know? He nodded and | let out an exasperated sigh. 


“There's five floors." he explained. | just stared at him. How the hell had it taken me this long to find that out? 
| really needed to start learning more about the mental institution that had basically become my new home. 
"But you can only access the third through fifth if you're a certain threat level" He tapped his bracelet with a 
finger. "I can get to the third floor, but not any farther than that. | could take you sometime." 


| just nodded, and he smiled slightly before he lowered his voice. "I've heard---" 


His words were cut off by the sound of a loud crash from across the room, and we both turned to see 


something that |, for some reason, had never expected to witness. 


A man in white was being dragged away by two administrators, his eyes wild and crazed as he flailed in their 
grip. He was screaming at the doctors restraining him, but | couldn't make out what he was saying as he 
struggled against their hold. As | stared at the scene unfolding before me, shocked, Erik stood up beside me. | 


glanced up at him - the only thing | could make out in his expression was mild exasperation 


"Again, Sverre?" he called, and the man - Sverre, apparently - stopped struggling to glare at Erik, breathing 


heavily. | could see a red bracelet on his arm. 
"You don't understand!" he shouted, his voice high and cracking. Another doctor made her way over to the 
scene, saying something into a pager. Sverre thrashed against the doctors holding him again, but they refused 


to lessen their grip. "None of you understand!" 


Erik rolled his eyes. He glanced at me before he leaned down. "Sverre's..crazy." he told me in a low voice, then 


scoffed at his choice of words. "| mean, everyone is crazy, but Sverre is..bad." 

As | watched Sverre writhe against the doctors holding him once again, | understood what Erik meant. 

"You're trying to make me think I'm crazy!" he screamed, and | froze. It was like he was saying what | had once 
thought. He stared at me, seemingly reading my mind. "I'm not the one who's crazy! You can't make me think 


that | am anymore!" 


"He's been here for years" Erik put in, and my eyes widened. Years? What the hell had this guy done to be put 


in here for so long? 


A fleeting thought crossed my mind, one that send a shudder through my body: what if | was next? What if | 


would end up like that guy, in a mental institution for years, never getting better? 


| was suddenly stuck by a realization, and my eyes drifted down as Sverre continued to scream, but it was 


fading into the background as | felt horror rise up in my stomach. 


| was already like Sverre. | had been a mental patient for years, never responding to treatment, and never 
getting better. Even if | hadn't been here for years, I'd still been in facilities like this one for years. | was 
already the crazy guy screaming at the doctors holding him back. 


"You can't make me believe you anymore!" Sverre shouted again, and | looked up again, wondering if | was 
looking at what | could become. If | would ever get as bad as Sverre, and have to be dragged away screaming. 


Erik sighed beside me. 
"They're going to take him to the dangerous ward." he told me, and | turned to him. 
"What happens there?" | asked, wishing | could remember the time | had apparently spent in there. 


‘Ive never been there, but that's where they take the patients that are a direct danger to themselves or 
others." | could visualize it in my mind - a section of the facility where all the patients even worse than 
Sverre would be taken. Padded white walls not unlike the ones of my room. People strapped down to beds, 
thrashing and screaming as doctors surrounded them with needles and blank expressions. | felt a shudder run 


through me at the image. 


"Erik, you don't understand!" Sverre screeched, and Erik sighed. "You have to believe me! I'm not crazy, and 
neither are youl” As the doctor with the pager slid the device into her pocket, she gestured to the door, and 
Sverre pointed at me as the administrators began to walk him toward the door. "Him too! He's not crazy 


either! None of you are!" 
And then, he was gone, still screaming and ranting as he was dragged out the door. 
Erik sighed as he sat back down and turned to me, his expression exasperated. 


"He was the first patient | met when | came here." he told me, but | was hardly listening. Something about 
witnessing that had gotten to me, but | couldn't figure out why. My heart was racing, a cold sweat breaking 
out on my forehead. | was sure that Erik could see how affected | was, but he didn't say anything about it, 


instead continuing to ramble about his first meeting with Sverre. 


What about seeing that had gotten me so worked up? Mumbling a quick excuse to Erik, | shakily stood up, 
making my way over to the door that Sverre had been dragged through. None of the administrators standing 
around went to stop me as | stepped out of the cafeteria. 


| slowly made my way down the hallway, stopping when | was sure that no one would find me. My back slid 
down the wall as | moved to sit on the floor, setting my chin on my folded arms atop my knees. The image of 


Sverre getting dragged away replayed over and over in my mind, and for a moment, | could see myself in place 
of him, screaming as | thrashed against their hold. 


Man, what was with me? Sverre was just another patient that | probably wouldn't see again, at least for a 


while. Why was | thinking about it so much? 


A brief thought passed through my mind, vanishing as quickly as it had come: who are the real crazy ones? Is 
it really us, or is it the doctors who tell us that we're crazy? 


Come on, you're overreacting | thought, letting out a shaky sigh. All you saw was some crazy guy getting dragged 
away by doctors. ts a mental institution, that kind of stuff probably happens all the time. 


But there was more to it than that. | could see myself in Sverre, see what | could become. What | may have 


already been at one point, and that | couldn't remember. 


There was just something about the thought of me being in that state and not even being able to remember 
it that scared the hell out of me. 


A horrible feeling of dread suddenly hit me, and | breathed out slowly as | lifted my head and rubbed my 
arms. Anxiety was quickly pooling in the pit of my stomach, and | stood up shakily, my eyes darting around the 
hallway. | didn't know what it was or where it came from, but something was telling me that | needed to get 


out of here as fast as | could. 


| hesitantly made my way down the hallway, my fingers gripping my arms as | glanced around, almost feeling 
like the walls were closing in. | sped up, breathing heavily as | rounded a corner. | didn't know where | was going, 


| just knew that | had to get away. But from what? 


| stopped dead in my tracks when | heard a voice. It was coming from around the corner at the end of the hall. 
Rubbing my arms, | cautiously stepped closer, realizing that there wasn't just one voice, but multiple voices. 
Possibly three. | couldn't explain it, but they sounded familiar somehow. 


Nothing could have prepared me for what was there to greet me when | rounded the corner. 


My Metallica bandmates were gathered in the studio, quietly chatting amongst themselves. Everything was as 
it had been the last time I'd seen it - crumpled papers and magazines strewn along the floor, various guitar 
picks and drumsticks mixed in with the mess, even James' plaid shirt was hanging on an empty guitar rack, just 


as he'd put it the last time | was here. 

"Guys?" | asked, my voice shaky. This couldn't..this couldn't really be them, could it? They weren't real, I'd made 
them up. | had just started to accept that. I'd just been in the facility a moment ago, how was it possible that 
| was suddenly back in the studio? 


They all turned to me, smiling, and | felt a pang. | fucking missed them. | wasn't sure how | could miss 


something that had never been real, but | did. 


But do they actually exist? | kept wondering as | gaped at them. How else could they be here? How can | be 
here? 


Whats the truth? 


"Kirk, hey," James stated, as if nothing had happened, and it felt like someone had stabbed me in the chest. Itd 
been so long since I'd seen him or even heard his voice. There was something off about him, though. | couldn't 


put my finger on what it was, but something about him just seemed wrong somehow. 


"Wh." | began breathlessly, glancing around the studio in shock. Everything looked the same as it always did, 
but again, with something slightly off. | couldn't explain it, but everything just looked.dim at the edges, 


distorted and wavering vaguely. As if it were fading between reality and delusion 

Because that's all this was, right? A delusion, a hallucination There was no other way to explain it. And yet.. 
"How." | tried again, my eyes widening as they fell on my guitar sitting in its stand across the room. It felt like 
years since I'd even seen a guitar. | stared at it in shock before | turned to gawk at the guys again, stepping 
forward as they looked at me in confusion. | must have looked like a fucking lunatic. | definitely felt like one. 
Once again, | couldn't tell the difference between what was real and what wasn't. How could | be in the studio if 
I'd made up the whole Metallica thing, and I'd just been in the facility before suddenly stepping in here? It felt 


like I'd just walked into an alternate dimension or something. 


its not real | kept telling myself, trying to quiet my pounding heart as | took a step back. This isnt real, this 


can't be real.how could it? It just doesnt make sense. 


But it seemed so real. Then again, so did the whole Metallica thing before Paul had told me that none of it had 


ever existed. 
What was the truth? What was the truth? 


So much of that | wanted to say, but | knew I'd sound even crazier than | probably already did, so | just stared 
at them dumbly before | managed to stammer, 'I.the facility, | was just...” 


This time Lars looked up at me from where he sat behind his drumkit, a look of puzzlement on his face. "The 
facility?" he asked, then chuckled. "Are you high or somethin’, man?" 


| wished | was. It might give me an explanation for this. 


"No, | just." | tried, still looking around the studio with a dazed expression. | suddenly whirled around, expecting 


to see the white hallways of the facility staring back at me, but there was nothing there but the door of the 


studio. Just like normal 


"This can't." | muttered, and the guys gave me perplexed looks again as | turned back to them. | backed away, 
my heart racing as they all stared at me. That same feeling of dread was back, telling me that | needed to get 


out of here as fast as | could for some reason. But why? And where would | even go? 


| continued to back away, even as they looked at each other before they slowly began to approach me. The 
sight of the bandmates that didn't exist advancing toward me, their images distorting at the edges, was one of 
the most eerie things I'd ever seen. | wanted to hold my hands out, as if | were trying to defend myself from 


my best friends. 


What if theyre the ones that are real? The thought suddenly occurred to me, and | stopped. What if the guys 


exist, and the mental institution doesn't? 


It sounded ridiculous, but then again, I'd initially thought the same thing when Dr. Johansen had told me that 
Metallica wasn't real. It also sounded completely impossible, and like | was desperately searching for any other 


possibilities than the real ones - grasping at straws more than anything. 


They kept advancing toward me, and | backed away again, this time actually putting my hands up in a defensive 
position As soon as | did that, they stopped, looking at each other in confusion. | was about to say something 
as | slowly let my hands down, but as soon as the guys looked at me again, a hand suddenly landed on my 


shoulder. 
"Please come with us." 


The studio was gore. Literally, in an instant, it had disappeared, dissolving into millions of tiny fragments that 
faded into thin air. | stared, dumbfounded, at the empty hallway in front of me. Just as it had been before I'd 
walked into the studio. Bewildered, | turned around, reeling in shock at the sight of two administrators standing 


there, their expressions cold. 


Before | could say anything, they grabbed my arms, briskly walking me down the hallway. Baffled, | didn't react 
at first, simply staring at them with wide, stunned eyes. Why were they dragging me away like they'd done to 
Sverre earlier? What had | done to warrant this kind of thing? 


"Wait," | began, squirming against their hold as my heart pounded. They stopped, though they didn't look at me. 
“what did | do?" 


They didn't answer, instead continuing to drag me down the hallway. | struggled against them, but their grip 
didn't falter. As | thrashed in their hold, a part of my mind screamed at me, demanding that | stop freaking 
out. Youre being irrational, it was telling me, but | was hardly listening. Youre being just lke Sverre! Is that what 
you want to be? The crazy guy who has to be dragged away by doctors? They're probably gonna take you fo the 
dangerous ward. Again. What even brought this on? 


What had brought this on? | had been fine before I'd gone to the cafeteria and seen the whole Sverre incident: 


Had witnessing that influenced this breakdown somehow? Or had this been coming all along? 


| took a deep breath, trying to steady my racing heart and stop struggling so much. | wouldn't get anywhere 
trying to escape - even if | managed to get out of the hold of the administrators, where would | go? They 
were gonna take me to the dangerous ward no matter what | did. 


My eyes flickered wildly around the hall as the administrators briskly walked me along the path, and | froze as 
| caught sight of Dr. Johansen standing there, his face completely void of expression. He'd probably seen this a 


thousand times. 


For some reason, something in my mind told me that he could help me, that he could somehow get me out of 
this situation. As the administrators continued to walk me down the hall, | squirmed in their hold again, and 
they stopped walking as | stared desperately at Dr. Johansen, 


"Doctor!" | called, and | briefly realized that it was the first time l'd ever called Dr. Johansen that. He just 
stared at me, his face unchanging. Like he had been expecting this to happen the entire time. 


"Please cooperate, Kirk" he stated, and | gaped at him. Not only because of his vague response, but because | 


could clearly see James and Lars standing beside him. 


Their expressions were the same as his - blank and vacant, unwavering as they seemingly stared straight 
through me. | studied them, trying to figure out if they were really there, before | mentally kicked myself. Of 
course they weren't really there, they didn't exist. But why was I seeing them? 


The administrators continued to walk me down the hall, Dr. Johansen and my bandmates following. | almost 
wanted to call out to the guys, but | knew that that wouldn't get me any farther than trying to escape the 


grip of the administrators. 


The dangerous ward looked almost like an ordinary hospital. There were probably a dozen beds lined up along a 
long white wall, all of them covered on all sides by curtains. For some reason, the silence in the room was 
more eerie than what I'd expected to hear in here - patients screaming, crying, breaking down.there was none 


of that. Only silence. Thick, grating silence. 


The administrators were silent as they shoved me onto a hospital bed, one of them staying beside me and 
keeping a hand on my shoulder while the other searched for something in one of the overhead cabinets. My 
eyes flew wildly around the room, one part of me still telling me to try escaping, even though | knew it was no 
use. | breathed out slowly, trying to stop freaking out so much. | didn't want to be like Sverre. Even if I'd had 
to be dragged to the dangerous ward, | didn't want to make a huge scene like he had. 


As the administrator next to me began unwrapping my arm with the device on it, Dr. Johansen appeared in the 
doorway, and | stared at him. For some reason, | felt incredibly betrayed, like he had done nothing to help me 


when | was being dragged away for no reason l'm sure there was a reason | had been taken here, but he could 


have at least explained it. 
He always had been vague. 


| was suddenly hit by a wave of lethargy, and | looked down, realizing that the second administrator had 
injected something into the device on my arm. | just stared at Dr. Johansen, James once again standing next to 
him and gazing at me. Part of me couldn't believe that James wasn't really there, and that no one else could 


see him but me - he just looked so real 
Who are the real crazy ones? ls it really us, or is it the doctors who fell us that were crazy? 


The last thing | saw was the expressionless mask on Dr. Johansen's face, the image of James rippling and 


fading in and out of existence next to him, before | was finally sucked under. 
Down in the void, | felt myself become something else. 


There was nothing but darkness and distorted, indiscernible images fading in and out, not unlike what I'd seen 
when I'd been in the sensory deprivation chamber. | saw the faces of everyone I'd ever known or thought I'd 
known - the Exodus guys, the Metallica guys, the people | knew in the institution - all blurring together, much 
like the line between reality and delusion 


Ever since I'd been told that Metallica wasn't real, there had been two sides of me, constantly at odds with 
each other. One that refused to believe it, and, when the truth was revealed by Paul, refused to accept it. The 
other had tried to consider it, tried to analyze the possibility of Metallica never existing and being nothing 


more than a product of my subconsciousness. 


But now, in the void, the two different sides of me became one and nothing all at the same time. They merged 


together and separated, dissolving into the blackness as it swallowed me alive. 


Down in the void, everything and nothing were one and the same. Down in the void, reality and delusion finally 


separated before they dissolved into the darkness, just like the memories of the life I'd thought I'd had had. 


Inside my head, | screamed. 


Chapter Six 


Author's Notes: 

Thank you to everyone for the reviews on the previous chapter! | like how this chapter has a lot of lead up- 
not giving anything away, but the next chapter is gonna be pretty intense. There's not a lot of action in this 
one, but there are a bunch of things that'll be coming up soon. This one is really more of a lead up chapter, 
like | said. | really enjoyed writing the scene towards the end-| don't know, it's the dialogue again, heh. Always 
like writing that. As always, thank you everyone for reading and reviewing, and | don't own anything except the 


plot/story. Hope you enjoy :) 


It turns out that the dangerous ward was a lot different than | thought it would be. 


For one, there were different sections, just like there were different sections of the main facility. The section | 
was in was for the patients that were only a slight danger to themselves or others. Apparently, what | had 
been imagining was on a completely different side of the facility. Somewhere not even close to the dangerous 


ward | was in, there was a room of patients screaming and crying, their minds completely gone. 


There wasn't any of that where | was. Instead, everyone was just always hooked up to machines, their 
medication fed to them through tubes until they became more drugs than people. Somehow, | hadn't been that 
bad, so | hadn't been completely medicated the entire time | was here. 


At some point in the dangerous ward, I'd actually started to remember some of the things that Dr. Johansen 
had told me I'd done. Times | would talk to myself at rehearsal with my Exodus bandmates, me screaming at 
Paul and Gary that there was nothing wrong with me, us in the studio and me suddenly disappearing into the 
depths of my own mind. 


It was about a week before | was released. Dr. Johansen had come to me every day, giving his regular therapy 
sessions between trying to help me get on the path towards accepting that Metallica wasn't real. It wasn't 
easy, but once he brought up all the evidence - no one here knowing who they were, the phone call with Paul 
- my mind had slowly started to make the connections. 


It was strange - /had started accepting that Metallica wasn't real, but it was like my mind hadn't. Like 
everything Dr. Johansen said was just bouncing off glass. 


There was someone else who I'd been meaning to talk to when | got out of the dangerous ward. He'd told me 
that he would take me to the other floors on the day I'd been taken here. Erik. The bracelet on his wrist was 


now green with a red stripe. At least someone here was improving. 


"| said I'd take you to the upper floors, right?" he asked, pulling me from my thoughts. | nodded, and he grinned, 
leading me to the elevators that | had never been told about. We stepped inside, and | looked at the numbers 


for the different floors - just as Erik had said, there were five buttons for the five floors that | didn't know 
existed before last week For some reason, the button for the fourth floor had a keyhole beside it, and | raised 


an eyebrow before | turned to Erik 


He seemed to know what | was wondering, and | didn't even have to say anything before he spoke. "Patients 
aren't allowed on the fourth floor." he told me simply. Before | could ask him why, he continued to speak. 


"The third floor is where a lot of activity rooms are." he commented as he pressed the button, before he 


turned back to me with a small grin. "There's a music room there." 


| felt a grin come to my face as | turned to the elevator doors. It had been so long since I'd played or even 


heard music - sometimes | thought that that would make me go crazier than | already was. 


The third floor looked exactly like the first - white walls, white doors, long hallways, nothing out of place. As 
Erik led me through the pathways to the music room, | found my thoughts drifting to what could be on the 
fourth floor. Why wouldn't patients be allowed there? What was there that we couldn't see? 


The music room was just how I'd imagined it. A few acoustic guitars hanging on the walls and sitting in stands, 
a couple drumheads..nothing much, really. But all | needed was a guitar. | grabbed one from its stand, quickly 
tuning it as | sat in a chair opposite Erik. He watched me as | stared down at it and smiled. 


| couldn't even remember the last time I'd actually held a guitar. Shifting it in my lap, my fingers immediately 


curled around the neck, and for the first time in a while, | almost felt like | was home again. 


Something was rising in my chest as my fingers found the familiar chord shapes on the frets, and | slowly 
strummed the strings as | felt a small smile come to my face. My eyes slipped closed as | pictured myself 
back in the studio, with my bandmates. Honestly, at this point, | wasn't sure what bandmates | was imagining. 


My eyes shot open as | realized what I'd been playing. The opening riff to "Fade To Black". But that song didn't 
exist, right? Because Metallica didn't exist. 


That got me thinking - had | written all of the Metallica riffs that I'd thought were real? | didn't see myself 
being able to do that, but maybe if I'd been insane for so long, and if any of the other mental institutions I'd 


been in had had music rooms..t was possible. 


| shifted my fingers so they were on different frets, idly running my fingers over the strings as | tried to 
think of what to play. | chuckled dryly to myself as soon as the thought crossed my mind - the song 


"Welcome Home", with the word "Sanitarium" in parentheses. Man, if there was anything more fitting.. 


| played the first few bars, struggling to remember the notes. They would usually always just come to me, 
but this time, it was like they were all just out of my reach. After a few moments, | gave up, trying to play 
the intro to "Battery" instead. Just like last time, | could only play a few bars before | stopped, desperately 
searching for the notes that | just couldnt tind 


Dammit, why couldn't | remember how to play the riffs | wrote? 


Sighing, | folded my arms on top of the guitar before | set my chin on them, looking at Erik He'd been watching 


me play, a faint smile on his face as he listened. 

| wasn't sure what it was, but | suddenly felt like | wanted to talk to him, to confide in him about everything 
that had happened. About how | sometimes still couldn't believe that I'd just created a band out of nothing. | 
just felt like it might help to talk to someone who wasn't a therapist, and more of a friend. 


Was he a friend? He was the only one who really talked to me, and he'd brought me to the music room when | 


hadn't known anything about it. Really, he was my only friend at the facility. 


"Do you think I'm crazy?" | began, before | mentally kicked myself. Of all the things | could have started with, | 
had to choose that? 


He didn't seem to mind, though. "No more than anyone else here." he told me, and | raised an eyebrow. "You're 


not as bad as Sverre, if that's what you're asking." 
Well, hell | hadn't known I'd needed to hear that until he'd said it. | smiled a bit and he returned it. 
"| just." | wasn't sure how to begin, or even if | wanted to. Fuck it 


"What..do you know about my case?" | questioned, and he looked up at the ceiling, searching for what to say 


before he turned back to me. 
"That you lost it when you were touring with Exodus or something." he said. Straightforward - not vague and 
convoluted like all of Dr. Johansen’s answers - | liked that about him. "But that's really it. There's a lot of 


people here who know you from Exodus. Better than | do. | never really listened to you guys. I'm sure there 


are fans here." 

Now that was a thought. How many fans of Exodus were here? | wondered how many patients who weren't 
fans knew me only from the onstage breakdown. That got me thinking - had | had other onstage breakdowns in 
the past? If | had been crazy for as long as Dr. Johansen had said, it was a possibility. And hell, what did the 
other guys think about that breakdown? | hadn't brought it up to Paul at all when I'd talked to him. 

| shook my head. | didn't want to ask Erik about any of those things - | had something specific in mind. 
"Remember when | asked you if you knew about Metallica?" | asked. There it was, out in the open 


"| think so." he said, shifting a bit. "Some band?" 


"Yeah, some band." | muttered. | wasn't sure if | would ever get used to that. Dr. Johansen had told me at 


some point during my stay in the dangerous ward that | may have been in the "depression" stage of the 
grieving process. "I.well, they don't exist. | made them up. But.| didn't realize | had made them up until Dr. 
Johansen told me. And even then | didn't believe it." 


Erik said nothing as he watched me intently, so | continued. "Apparently they're a product of what my 
subconsciousness wanted me to be - a famous guitarist" It was strange telling him all of this, but at the 
same, it felt freeing, in a way. Like | said, maybe | just needed to talk to a friend instead of a doctor. 
‘Sometimes | still can't believe it. But I've been trying to accept it. It's just that." 


| hadn't even told Dr. Johansen some of this. "All the memories of me being with them, y'know, like..all of us 

living in the same apartment, recording in the studio, going on tour, they all seem so real” My voice wavered 
slightly, but | didn't stop. It's like everything was just spilling out at this point. "But. know that | had the same 
things with the Exodus guys, so | guess my mind just..changed those experiences into the ones | had with this 


made up band." | sighed as | looked at him. "Am | even making sense?" 


"You are to me." he said, and | smiled a bit. He returned it before his expression shifted to a more serious one. 


"And you still don't sound crazy to me either." 
| stared at him. "Even after | made up an entire band out of nothing?" 


"| hear that the mind can be like that" he told me. "Like..the thing with the memories of being in the studio 
with.Metallica" | grimaced - it was weird hearing someone else say that name, and he'd said it so awkwardly 
too. "You'd already had that with your bandmates from Exodus, so your mind..changed those into the new ones 
it created." 


| sat back. It really wasn't as complicated as it sounded. It just seemed that way because it was so much. 
Erik spoke again. "Have you ever told anyone about this stuff?" 

"Only Dr. Johansen, and now you." | stated. "And most of this stuff Dr. Johansen already knew." 

"Have you ever gone to the group therapy?" he asked, and | shook my head. | hadn't even known there was a 
group therapy. Although, if | had, | probably wouldn't have gone anyway - | wasn't really a fan of telling 
complete strangers all my problems. Even though that's kind of what | had done when I'd first met Dr. 
Johansen. "It's on the second floor..! think there's a session tomorrow. I've gone a couple times - you should 
try it” 


"| guess." | muttered, not sure if I'd actually go. 


| tried playing a few more songs before | sighed and set the guitar aside when | still couldn't remember any of 
them. | wondered if that was because I'd never actually written them. 


But who had, if | hadnt? 


"| guess I'll see you tomorrow." | told him once we'd stepped out of the music room. He had some appointment 
to go to on the first floor, and | wanted to look around the third floor a bit more, check out some of the 


other activity rooms. He smiled. 
"Right" he said. "I think you'll like the group therapy." | shrugged, still not sure if I'd go or not. 
He turned away, and | was about to leave as well before | remembered something else. 


"And, uh..Erik?" | began, and he turned to me. | smiled a bit. "Thanks." 


He smiled back before he turned back to the hallway and continued to the elevator. | watched him go for a 


moment before | made my way down the opposite hall 


| dreamed about being taken to the facility that night. Another thing I'd never been told about, but then again, | 
had never really asked why I'd been taken to this specific mental institution, or how I'd gotten here. | was 
watching myself from above, watching myself scream and thrash against a group of doctors trying to restrain 
me. | wasn't sure what they were saying, and | couldn't make out many of my words, but | heard myself 


calling out for my Metallica bandmates. 


It was strange watching myself shout at nothing - | wondered how that must have looked to everyone who 


had ever seen it. 


Dr. Johansen hadn't come to get me the next day, instead sending one of his assistants to give me my 
medication and take me to the cafeteria When | asked the new administrator where Dr. Johansen was, he just 
told me he was busy with something. Knowing how vague the doctors here were, | knew | wouldn't be able to 


get him to elaborate. 


| wasn't sure what it was, but as Erik and | were talking in the cafeteria, | finally decided that, hell, I'd go to 
the group therapy. | didn't really want to, but like he said, it might help. I'd told him as we were leaving, and 
he'd grinned before he'd led me to the elevator. As we made our way to the second floor, | stared at the 
keyhole beside the button to the fourth floor again. | still had to wonder why patients weren't allowed up there. 


What could the administrators - and Dr. Johansen - be hiding from everyone? 


As soon as Erik and | stepped into the group therapy room, all the patients turned to stare at me, some of 


them regarding me cautiously. More people recognizing me from my onstage breakdown, | assumed. 


"| see we have a new patient joining us today." A man in blue stated from where he sat in front of the group 

of patients. He smiled. "I'm Dr. Engen, | manage the group therapy. Just take a seat and tell us a little bit about 
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yourself." 


| slowly shuffled over to the group of patients, sitting in one of the empty chairs. Erik joined me a moment 


later, and | glanced over the lot again. Most of them were just gawking at me with their hollow eyes, waiting 


for me to speak, except for one guy who was just staring at the floor. 


"Well." | began, shifting uncomfortably under the gazes of the patients. | chuckled nervously, trying to break 
the tension “Yeah, I'm new here.|'ve been here for a couple months but this is my first time coming to the 


group therapy. Uh, my name's Kirk." 


| still wasn't sure why I'd let Erik talk me into doing this - it was bad enough having Dr. Johansen know 
everything about me, and now all these strangers were about to find out the details of my problems. 


Somehow, however, they didn't exactly feel like strangers. Even though I'd never talked to any of them before, 


| couldn't help but feel a connection with them. We were all patients in the same mental institution, after all. 


"l used to be in a band" | stated, fiddling with my fingers. | wondered if any of them recognized me like Erik 
had on the first day | met him. "But..then | started getting really paranoid that they were gonna kick me out, 
and then | thought they did, so my mind made up a new band. It was like.the product of what my 


subconsciousness wanted me to be." 


Surprisingly, no one stared at me with judgmental looks. Dr. Engen simply nodded before gesturing to Erik, who 
sat up as he began to talk about the mood disorder that Dr. Johansen had told me about. No one was giving 
him disparaging looks either, and that's when | realized that all of us really were connected here, even if we 


had never spoken to each other. We really were all the same. 


"My name's Anette," the woman next to Erik said, wringing her hands as her eyes nervously darted back and 
forth. "| was admitted for ‘severe paranoia'." 


"I had a similar problem." a man across the room chimed in, his voice sounding completely emotionless. He 
noticed that everyone had turned to look at him, and he averted his eyes to stare at the wall. "I'm Dag, by the 
way." 

"I'm Magnus." the guy next to Anette put in, his voice also hollow. "I don't know how | got here. | just woke up 
here one day." | raised an eyebrow - that sounded familiar. He grimaced before he sighed. “But | know that 


someone must have put me in here because of my alcoholism.’ 


"Rita" the woman sitting beside Magnus stated simply, scratching at her arms. "I put myself in here. Drug 
addiction." 


The room was silent for a few moments as we all turned to the last guy, the only patient who hadn't been 
gawking at me when I'd come in. He'd just been staring at the floor for the entire time everyone had been 


introducing themselves, and he slowly raised his head, his piercing blue eyes darting around the room before 


he sighed. 


"I'm Tom." he muttered. | was surprised to hear that he had an American accent - everyone I'd ever met here 


had had the same European sounding voices. "I'm here for, uh, self destructive behavior." He said it with such 


bitterness. The rest of the patients waited for him to elaborate, but he didn't, opting to return his gaze to the 


floor. 


The session went by faster than | thought it would. As soon as we'd all finished our introductions, Dr. Engen 
had asked us about progress we'd made. Erik had been the first to go, talking about his new medication that 
leveled him out a lot more. He'd pointed out his new bracelet, and the other patients had robotically clapped as 
he explained that he could go almost anywhere in the facility now. A few others shared their recent progress, 


and | had even joined the conversation as well, talking about starting to accept Metallica as not real. 


| was slightly surprised at how much | actually enjoyed the group therapy. | wasn't sure if I'd do it again, but 
it hadn't been as bad as l'd expected. It had been good to connect with the other patients. Some of them had 
decided to stay back and talk to each other, while the others had left immediately. There were a couple of 
them that | wanted to speak with, the ones who had stories | had been able to relate to. 


| glanced around the hallway, noticing Magnus walking away. | remembered | had wanted to talk to him 
afterward - | could relate to him on the whole "suddenly waking up here one day" thing. Maybe he could give 


me some answers, although | wasn't sure what | would be asking him. 
"Hey, wait." | began, and Magnus turned around, narrowing his eyes when he saw me standing there. 


"Weren't you the guy in Exodus?" he asked, and | nodded. Man, we were more popular than I'd thought. | guess 


the news of my onstage breakdown spread. 


"Yeah, that was the band | was talkin’ about" | told him. He just stared at me with empty green eyes. 
"Uhh..you said you don't know how you got here?" Man, why was it so hard to ask him about what he'd 


already told everyone? 


"Yes." he muttered, sighing. "I think it was my mother who put me in here. She would always tell me that | was 


‘out of control." 
"And you don't remember coming here?" | questioned. He shook his head. 


"One day | was at home, and then | woke up here.” he explained, lowering his voice. "I can't remember how | got 
here, and they wouldn't tell me either. They just said | was now a patient here. And it took me about a week to 
find out what these meant” He tapped the yellow bracelet on his arm. 


"| don't remember coming here either." | admitted, and his eyes widened a bit. | guess he hadn't met anyone 
with a case similar to his either. "The day before, | was---| thought I'd been in the studio with my band, but 
I'd apparently been here for longer than | thought" 


He just nodded slowly, crossing his arms over his chest as he looked me over. "I heard you lost it on stage 


once." he told me, and | sighed. | really needed to get the details of my onstage breakdown from someone. 


"| don't really remember it." | said, and he shrugged. 


"It's just what I've heard" he commented. A doctor called for him, and he turned around, holding up a hand 


before he turned back to me. "I guess I'll see you around." 


| just nodded as | watched him go, before | turned back to the door, noticing Tom standing there staring at me. 
| remembered | had also wanted to talk to him, since he seemed to be the only other American here. | 
wondered how he'd ended up in this place - hell, | still wasn't even sure where this place was. | knew it was in 


Europe, for one. 


"Exodus, huh?" he grunted, and | nodded, just now noticing the multitude of bandages on his arms, a red 
bracelet on one. A few feet behind him, | could see an administrator carefully watching him. I'd heard that tone 


from a few other patients before. 
"| guess you've heard about the onstage breakdown" | muttered, and he gave me a look | couldn't read. 


"Man, | was there" he told me, and my eyes widened. Holy shit. "Third row. | couldn't believe it" He gave me a 


glance over and scoffed. "Can't believe you ended up here either." 


There had been a part of me trying to pretend it hadn't happened, that thought that maybe Erik had been 
exaggerating when he'd told me about it. That maybe it hadn't been as bad as he'd said. But holy fuck, someone 


who was actually there that night was here right now. 
| apparently hadn't learned that trying to pretend something might not be true never worked. 


| tried to ignore Tom's remarks. "What happened that night?" | asked. Maybe | could finally get some answers 
to the question everyone always asked me. No one seemed to know the specifics of it - Erik had only given me 


the gist of what happened. But now that there was someone here who'd actually been there that fateful night.. 


He scoffed again. "Well, for one, you were fucked up the whole night" he began, motioning for me to follow him 
down the hallway. The administrator that had been watching him moved to follow us, but | held up my hand, 


indicating that we'd be fine, and she nodded. | guess she'd seen my orange and red striped bracelet. 
| just needed to hear whatever Tom wanted to tell me. 


He was silent as he led me to an empty room - one with light blue walls and exercise mats on the floor. 


Apparently another activity room. He closed the door before he turned back to me. 


"You kept missing notes, fucking up solos..you get the idea" he told me, and | nodded. This didn't sound 
impossible so far. He scoffed again. "At least you waited until the end until you fucking lost it." | narrowed my 
eyes and he gave me a bitter smile. "You just." His eyes went distant for a moment, and | could almost see 


myself onstage, screaming and smashing everything like Erik had told me, in his eyes. 


"You started screaming at nothing.” he said, and | could picture it clearly. "A lot of people thought it was just 
part of the show" He rolled his eyes. "I didn't. | knew you were fucked up in some way. So anyway, you were 
screaming about something, and then you just started smashing shit. First your guitar, and then you kicked 
over a bunch of amps, then the drums..that's when the security guys finally managed to drag you away." 


| gaped at him, my eyes wide as he simply shrugged. "The rest of the band didn't even have anything to say 
after that" he put in, and | nodded numbly, hardly listening. | hadn't even thought about what the guys’ 
reactions to that would have been. | had only been thinking about the audience, and what all of our fans might 
have been thinking watching that. That must have been why Paul sounded so surprised to hear from me - 


because he knew me for the fucking maniac that | was. 


Hell, why had | wanted the details of my onstage breakdown so badly? Wasn't there a saying that ignorance 


was bliss or something? 


But..| was kind of glad | knew now, in a way. It was closure, | guess. It explained why all the other patients 
gawked at me like | was a ticking time bomb - because | apparently was. 


Tom continued to stare at me before his bitter expression actually softened for a moment, and he stepped 


closer to me and lowered his voice. 


"Listen, | don't think this place is what it seems." he told me, and | raised an eyebrow. Sure, I'd thought the 
same thing in the beginning, but now that I'd pretty much gotten used to living here, | hadn't thought about 
that in a while. Yeah, all the patients looked dead and all the administrators were vague, but..this was a mental 


institution 


"What do you mean?" | asked, and he looked up at the ceiling, searching for a response. "H's a mental 
institution, what else could it be?" 


"Something else" he muttered, staring at me again. "You ever notice how no one ever tells you anything here? 
You always have to ask about..anything, really. And usually, they'll just give you some answer that kind of has 
to do with what you asked, but most of the time they just change the subject." 


| didn't want to agree with him. As soon as he'd said that this place wasn't what it seemed, he'd just sounded 
like some crazy conspiracy theorist. But the whole thing about everyone avoiding questions and giving vague 


answers..it was like he'd read my mind from about a month ago. 


"Yeah." | had never been able to talk about this kind of stuff with anyone. Ironically, | didn't want the other 
patients to think | was crazy. But now that Tom had brought it up..maybe | wasn't as crazy as | thought. "I 
guess | used to think about that. But.! started thinking that nobody told me anything ‘cause they assumed | 


already knew. I've been here before, even though | don't really remember much of it." 


"Are you sure?" he questioned, and | averted my eyes down. | used to wonder if Dr. Johansen had been telling 


me the truth about me being here before, but then | had actually started to remember bits and pieces of my 


life at this very facility. 
"Yeah." | told him. "I definitely remember these rooms and hallways. Everything just looks familiar, you know?" 


"Man, they did something to you." he muttered, looking me up and down. "It's like..they made you one of them. 
You've seen all these patients, right? How fuckin’ dead they look? | never thought you'd actually let these 


‘doctors’ turn you of all people into one of those patients." 


| stared at him for a moment. | had never thought of myself as anything like the other patients. | could still 
think for myself, for one. "I'm not as bad as they are." | pointed out. "| saw a guy screaming and getting 
dragged away by doctors last week" It occurred to me that | had ended up in the same position not an hour 
later, but | hadn't made as big of a scene. 


He made an exasperated sound. "You don't even react to anything I'm saying." He sighed, his bitter expression 
relaxing slightly again. "Look, just.start paying attention more, to some of the things the doctors say. | really 
don't think they're what they seem." 


| just nodded, still not sure if | should actually listen to this guy. He seemed a lot like how | used to be when I'd 
first woken up here - paranoid that everyone was lying to me, always feeling like | was the odd one out among 
the patients here. As if | was the only one who could see that something was wrong here, and no one else 


could. Which had always made me wonder if /was the one who was off. That / was wrong. 
Who are the real crazy ones? 


| thought about Tom's words for the rest of the day, until one of Dr. Johansen's assistants came by to give 
me my medication, and | forgot everything he'd said. 


| didn't give his speech any more thought until about a week later, when Dr. Johansen came to me to tell me 


that Erik was dead. 


Chapter Seven 


Author's Notes: 

And here we go-the chapter that I've been wanting to write since before | started this story! This is probably 
my favorite part of the story so far, so | really hope you guys enjoy it as welll I'm glad everyone liked the 
last one-thank you for the reads and reviews! There's a lot of intensity in this one, and, not to give anything 
away, a lot gets revealed here. | really liked writing it. | actually had to cut before the ending | had originally 
planned, cuz it was just getting too long, so the ending scene continue in the next chapter. As always, | don't 


own anything except the plot and story, and thank you everyone for reading and reviewing. Hope you enjoy :) 
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"There has to be more to it than that" Tom muttered, running his hands over his face as he paced around 


the room. | sighed, shrugging. 


"That's all he told me." | stated, a dull ache in my chest as | watched him stare hopelessly at the wall. We'd 
ended up in the same activity room he'd originally pulled me into to tell me that he didn't think this facility was 
what it seemed. Except this time, l'd pulled him in to break the news that Dr. Johansen had a few days ago. 
That Erik was dead. 


| couldn't believe it either. As soon as Dr. Johansen had told me, I'd been stunned into silence as he explained 
that Erik had had some sort of psychotic break and had tried to escape. Apparently, his medication had been 
changed again, and he'd reacted badly. He'd managed to get out of his room, and when the administrators tried 
to catch him, he'd jumped out the window. Of the third floor. 


| knew Erik. He'd pretty much been my only friend for the past couple months I'd been here. And for the 
entire time I'd known him, he'd never once lost it. I'd never even seen him angry. If he hadn't told me he had a 


mood disorder, | would have never known. | couldn't see him ever doing something like this. 


"Someone killed him." Tom said suddenly, and | gaped at him. | knew Tom would always think the worst about 
things, but | hadn't been expecting him to say that. 


| also hadn't been expecting to consider that maybe someone had 

"It was Dr. Johansen" he muttered. This time | couldn't consider that. What the hell was he saying? He glanced 
at me for a moment before he turned away to continue his tirade. "| swear, there's something off about that 
guy. You've seen it, right? You've been working with him for as long as you've been here, right?" Well, yes, he's 
weird, but he's not a killer. 


"Tom---" | began, but he just whirled around to face me again, his eyes intense. 


"You know, | heard he killed a guy with his bare hands once." he told me. All | could do was stare at him, my 


jaw dropped. Not because | necessarily believed what he was saying, but just because everything he said 
sounded so ridiculous. "He probably made up some story about Erik losing it because he expected us to believe 
it, but | knew Erik. Not very well, but | knew him. He doesn't seem like he'd just lose it like that. There has to 


be something else.." 
"Tom." | tried again, putting my hand on his arm, but he just shrugged me off. 


"It wasn't a patient" he explained. | just gaped at him. How did he not realize that he sounded completely crazy? 
"The guy Dr. Johansen killed, | mean. It was another doctor. Apparently he caught this guy ‘mistreating' one of 
his patients, and he just lost it. That's all the details that | know." 


"Tom" | said, more firm this time, and he stopped. | sighed. "Look! know that Dr. Johansen is..alright, he's weird, 
Ill admit, but | really can't see him killing anyone. He's too." What was the word.. "detached, | guess. He always 
seems really calm and level. I've hardly ever seen an emotion on his face." Although, sometimes people like that 


could have a completely different side to their personality that they would never show. 
Tom just groaned. "God, Dr. Johansen is turning you into a puppet!” he shouted. "You're on his side!" 


‘Not completely." | put in. | didn't fully trust Dr. Johansen, even though he'd been the one to tell me all the 
details of my actual life, the one that had been replaced by delusions, the one l'd forgotten 


Tom just rolled his eyes before he leaned close to me, lowering his voice. "Listen, | can see that they haven't 
completely turned you into one of them." he told me. | wasn't sure what he meant, and he seemed to know, 
rolling his eyes. "I mean one of the dead looking patients. You can still think for yourself. All of them.they're 


too far gone." 


"How come you're not like them?" | asked. He always talked about how dead the other patients here looked, and 
| could see what he meant. Their hollow, vacant eyes had been the first thing I'd noticed. But Tom didn't look 
like that, and he didn't act like any other patient I'd ever met here. 


His eyes darted around the room before he put his hand on my arm. "Listen, no one else here knows anything 
about this, so if | tell you, this shit better not leave this room." I'd never heard his voice sound so serious. | 
nodded, and he quickly glanced around the room again before he turned back to me. "I've never taken my 
meds." 


My eyes widened, my jaw dropped as | stared at him. | wasn't sure why | was so surprised - | would expect 
Tom to be the only patient I'd meet here to pull something like that. | just couldn't believe he could actually pull 
that off, what with all the administrators here watching everyone's every move. 


"How?" | asked. 


"Whenever they come by to give me my pills, | just pretend to take them, and they believe it" he admitted. He 


looked down to the device on my arm, and my eyes followed his to stare at it as well. It'd become such a 


normal thing that | hardly even paid it any attention anymore. "If they give you your meds through that, then 
it probably won't be as easy. Unless.” 


"Tom, | don't---" | started to say, knowing that he was going to suggest | do something to follow along with his 
habit of not taking his medication, but he stopped me. 


"When they come to give you your meds tonight, take this out as soon as they leave." | gawked at him, but he 
continued. "Kirk, | know that | sound," He chuckled humorlessly. “crazy, but | really think that..this place has 


secrets. And we seem to be the only ones who realize." 


He glanced around the room again, even though we'd been alone for the entire time we'd been in here. "I got 

this from my therapist's office." he murmured, holding out a paperclip. | took it, shoving it deep into my pocket 
as his eyes darted around the room again. "Look, | know I'm onto something here. The only way I'll believe that 
this place isn't just..fuckin, y'know, something else.is if | have someone else in on this with me. |," His voice got 


even quieter. "| have to know the truth about the whole Erik thing." 


"What makes you think /can find out what it is?" | questioned. | was starting to understand what he wanted me 
to do, but | couldn't see myself being able to pull it off successfully. He wanted me to break out of my room 
and investigate Erik's death. | didn't even know how | was supposed to escape my room in the first place. Even 
if | did manage to pick the lock, the hallways would probably be crawling with administrators. 


"Well, | don't think /can" he muttered, holding out his bandaged arms. He'd never told me what was under the 
bandages, | realized. He'd said in the group therapy that he was here for "self-destructive behavior", but he'd 
never gone into detail, not even to me. "Look, I'm actually fucked up. You really aren't. Sometimes | don't think 


you're supposed to be here." 
"But what about the onstage breakdown?" | asked. 


"That was four years ago." he pointed out before he raised an eyebrow. "l'm assuming you've improved in that 
time." | just shrugged and he chuckled dryly to himself before he sighed. "Look, I've got. know what l'm doing 
here. Don't worry about me." He shot me something that looked like it was supposed to be a smirk, but it 
didn't reach his eyes. "Besides, if we both tried to escape, and we got caught..what would happen to us then?" 


He stared off into the distance. "Although, if something did happen to both of us so soon after what happened 
to Erik, do you think anyone would realize?" he mused, and | couldn't help but to wonder about that as well. 
Were any of the other patients as suspicious as Tom? Probably not, since they actually took their medication 
"Do you think Dr. Johansen would kill us? Or something else? And would the others think it was strange that 


three people disappeared in such a short amount of time--" 


"Alright" | said, holding up a hand, and he stopped. "I hear you, | do. | don't know if | believe any of it, but. 
think about it. | don't know if I'll be able to actually pull this thing off” 


‘| was there when you lost it on stage with Exodus." he put in. "I think you can handle something like this.” 


Despite the condescending, sarcastic way he said everything, | found myself beginning to agree with him. 


| waited a few days to carry out Tom's plan On the night | finally decided to do it, | stayed awake for a lot 
longer than | normally did. The administrator had already given me my medication, but | had a feeling it wasn't 
the only one. When it was probably around two in the morning, she came back, and | laid as still as possible as 
she injected something new into the device on my arm. It was pretty easy to figure out that | wasn't supposed 


to know about this. 


As soon as she was gone, | unwrapped the bandage from the device, staring at it for a moment as | wondered 
if | should really do this. | didn't even know if | would be able to pick enough locks to actually get to the fourth 


floor, or even out of my room, for one. 


But | agreed with Tom. I'd been thinking the same thing that he was, before I'd even met him - that this place 
wasn't what it seemed. Only /d dismissed my thoughts, thinking that | was just being paranoid. And, I'll admit, 
Tom did seem pretty paranoid..but some of what he said was so much like what I'd been thinking when I'd first 


woken up here. 
Before | could fully think about any possible consequences, | gripped the device and yanked it out of my arm. 


Pain shot up my arm like fire, and | gritted my teeth as | squeezed my eyes shut, feeling warm blood begin to 
trickle down my wrist and hand. Trying to ignore it, | tossed the device to the side and wrapped the bandage 
back around my arm, my shaking hands making it nearly impossible to pick the lock of my room. | eventually 
managed to get it open and silently slip out into the hallway, immediately ducking behind a wall when | noticed 


an administrator. 
This was going to be easier said than done. 


Somehow, | managed to get into the elevator and pick the lock for the fourth floor without any administrators 
seeing me. | was sure that there were security cameras everywhere, and someone had probably seen me 
sneaking around the hallways by now, but | refused to give up now. Something had changed in me after I'd 
taken the device out of my arm - now that | wasn't under the influence of whatever drug they had been 


giving me while | was asleep, | felt like | could do anything. 


| felt like | was in a movie as | crept around the hallways of the fourth floor, ducking behind walls to avoid the 
flashlights of the roaming administrators. If they found me now, it was all over. Hell, they were probably 
looking for me right now. As soon as the hallway was clear, | darted across to the door with Dr. Johansen's 


name on it, picking the lock as quickly as | could. 


With one final glance around the hallway, | opened the door of Dr. Johansen's office just enough to silently slip 


inside. 


| knew better than to turn on the lights. Instead, | felt around a bit before | found his desk, flicking on a small 


lamp as | ducked behind the desk There were keyholes on all the drawers, but Dr. Johansen's keys were right 
on the desk, so it was easy to get the drawers open 


Neatly organized folders greeted me, and | rifled through them, trying to find any marked "S". | wasn't even 
sure if | was looking in the right place for patient files, but since Dr. Johansen ran this place, | would assume 


he'd have something in here that might tell me exactly what had happened to Erik. 
Instead, | found something else. A file with my name on it. 


Something told me not to touch it, that, if | even tried to investigate, that I'd only dig myself into a hole that | 
would never escape. | sighed heavily, trying not to look at it as | continued to search for any files with Erik's 
name. My eyes kept drifting to the file with my name on it, however. 


| knew that | shouldn't pick it up, that | should just keep looking for Erik's files. Hell, | shouldn't have even been 
here doing that, but Tom had somehow convinced me to sneak in and look for details surrounding Erik's death. 
And because | wasn't being influenced by that other drug, I'd actually done it. If | didn't open the file with my 


name on it, I'd never stop thinking about it. 


With a glance around the still-empty office, | quickly grabbed the file. There were a bunch of sentences 
written in a language | couldn't recognize, but right under them were English translations. Staring down at it, | 
debated with myself whether or not | actually wanted to open it. | could just put it back and continue looking 


for Erik's files, or get out of here and back to my room before anyone discovered me here. 

But | knew | couldn't do that. This is what | was supposed to do. 

With a shaking hand, | opened the cover, revealing the stack of papers inside the folder. 

And right there, in the middle of the first page, were the words to the hypothesis that told me everything. 
"Can a man be convinced that his entire life has been a lie” by Bjørn Johansen 

My god 

Pages and pages of information about none other than myself stared me in the face, and my jaw dropped as | 
flicked through them, my eyes flying over everything written out. My hands shaking, | frantically looked over 
the pages of things I've done over the years, pictures of me with my Exodus bandmates.. 

And pictures of me with my Metallica bandmates. 

| felt all the breath leave my body as | gawked at them, my hands trembling violently as | slowly picked up the 
pictures. It was true. Metallica was real. | had known in the very beginning that | couldn't have made them up, 


that all the songs, the tours, the memories, had been real. They hadn't simply been a product of what my 


subconsciousness wanted me to be. 


The two different sides of me had awakened like they had in the void, screaming at each other inside my head 
as | continued to gape at the pictures. There were only a few pictures - all candid shots that someone had 
taken from afar, as if they had been watching us from across the street - but they were enough. | felt my 
chest get tight, and | swayed slightly where | stood, my breathing coming in short, quick gasps as my heart 
pounded. 


| sucked in a breath, leaning heavily against the desk as | tried to remember how to breathe. | couldn't 
succumb to panic - | had to know more. | had to know how Dr. Johansen had gotten this stuff, and why. 


| breathed out slowly as | set the pictures down, sliding them to the side for the time being. | couldn't focus 


on that when there was so much more to find out. 


Before | picked up another stack of papers, | whirled around to face the door, half expecting to see Dr. 
Johansen standing there with his entire team of administrators, ready to drag me screaming from the room 
like they had done before. But no one was there, so, taking a deep breath, | turned back to the stack of papers 
and began to flick through them. 


| stopped on a list of names that | didn't recognize, and as | read over the page, | realized just how Dr. 
Johansen had gotten all this information on me. All of these people had been in my road crews over the years, 
posing as guitar techs or sound guys. As crew members when all they had been were spies, moles to get 
information for Dr. Johansen's hypothesis. My eyes widened when | saw some of the years a certain person 


had been in my crew - some of them had been involved in this since 1982. 
How long had he been watching me? 


| had known that Dr. Johansen would eventually find me. One of his administrators would find out that | wasn't 
in my room, and he'd go looking for me. He'd know | had discovered the fourth floor. He'd know | had found the 
truth. 


He would know that there was nothing he could do once | found his files. 


| didn't have to turn around to know he was standing there in the doorway. | could feel his eyes burning holes 
in the back of my head, and | slowly set down the stack of papers, frozen. There were so many things | wanted 
to say to him, but | knew that it was no use to try and confront him. Even if | had discovered the truth, - 
the real truth, not everything that he had created and convinced me was the truth - he still had all of his 


administrators on his side. 
There was only one thing | could say, one more question | had to know the answer to. 


"Why me?" | asked. He said nothing, so | continued as | slowly turned around to face him. "You could have done 


this to anyone..why did you choose me?" 


He stepped into the light. Somehow, his face was still completely void of expression, his eyes storming with the 
emotions he wouldn't show. "My son was always a fan of Exodus." he told me, his voice still calm and level. 


Somehow that made it worse. 
| gawked at him. He had a son?! And fuck, what the hell did he mean by "was'? 
"Was™ | wheezed, and he nodded. 


"I had already tried this hypothesis on my son" he explained, as if it were the most normal thing in the world. | 
stared at him, horrified. What the fuck had he done? "You know, trying to convince a man that his entire life 
has been a lie. I've had this hypothesis for over twenty years, Kirk" 


Him saying my name made my skin crawl. Knowing the way he had gotten it, it somehow sounded more 


threatening coming from his mouth this time. | took a step back, and he held up his hands. 


"Come on now, Kirk" he stated calmly. "We're just talking." He grabbed the pager clipped to his belt and tossed 
it onto the table, giving me that trademark blank smile that looked so much more sinister now. "I won't even 


call any administrators, see?" 


"You're fucking crazy." | muttered, not knowing what else to say. What could | say that | hadn't already said? | 
frantically looked over his desk for anything to defend myself as he took another step towards me. Even if he 
wasn't able to call for backup now, who knew what kinds of things he could be hiding in that lab coat? "What 
did you do to your son?!" 


"You read the files." he told me. He took a step back, but | didn't let my guard down. "Most of what | did with 
you, | did with him." 


"You convinced him he was losing his mind" | stated, trying to keep the horror out of my voice. It wouldn't do 


any good. 


"| tried" he began. | stayed quiet, morbidly curious about whatever he had done. "My son, Vidar, was always 
interested in my hypothesis. He was nineteen when | first told him about it" Yeah, well, / bet you never fold him 
that you intended fo test it on him first 


| kept silent, my hands shaking as he laid out all the descriptions of the tests he had performed on his son, 
tests that had ripped apart his mind and spirit until he was nothing more than a shell of a human being. The 
young man that was once Vidar Johansen had had his psyche pulled apart at the hands of his father, all for 
the hypothesis 


| wasn't the one who was insane. It was Dr. Johansen who was insane. Just as / had always known. 


| knew that | hadn't made up Metallica. What | had with them had been real, something my subconsciousness 


couldn't have just created from past experience with Exodus. | had always known, but Dr. Johansen had forced 


me to build up a wall around the truth. A wall that was only now getting torn down. 
"So you've been watching me all this time?" | questioned after a long silence, and he nodded. 


"Not always directly." he pointed out. "As you read, | had many different administrators who acted as your 
crew members. They provided me with most of the information in those files. Do you remember Jim?" 


‘My.my guitar tech?" Fuck, if he was going to tell me that Jim, the guy who's been my guitar tech since 1984, 


was just one of his people.. 


"Yes." he stated. No, no, fuck.. "He's brought me most of this information" Not him..im has been through so 
much shit with us, he..he couldn't just be one of Dr. Johansen's moles.. "He's found out a lot about you." 


"Of course he has, he was my fucking guitar tech!" | shouted, my face beginning to burn Dr. Johansen didn't 
even react. Jim had been there for me for so long, always there to pass me my guitars during shows, pick me 
and the guys up from the bar when we were too drunk to drive ourselves back, he'd even been there when | 


wanted to talk to someone who wasn't a bandmate after Cliff.. 


"He knew me..he knew the guys." | tried to keep the tremor out of my voice to no avail. "He's been my guitar 
tech since fucking 84" My voice cracked at the end of that sentence, and | mentally kicked myself. | didn't 


want to show any sort of vulnerability in front of Dr. Johansen. 


Like always, he didn't react. "Because of these administrators, | was able to get information from the Exodus 
band members as well" It was getting harder to listen to what he was saying, but | had to know. | needed to 
see how much | could get from this. "When you were trying to call your Metallica bandmates, | had my 
administrators rerouting the calls. And when you called ‘Paul, that person was just another one of my 
administrators." 


I'd had a feeling, but hearing him say it out loud still felt like a punch to the stomach. If that guy on the phone 
was just an actor, and he knew about the "Metaltown" inside joke..god, just how much more could Dr. Johansen 


possibly know about me? 


One part of me wanted to find out, to see just how much information he'd gotten about me. But another half 


of me didn't want to know. It wanted to know something else. 


"What did you do to Erik?" | asked, almost afraid of what his response could be. He'd already proven to me 
that he was capable of seemingly anything. 


He gave me that blank smile that sent a wave of rage over me, but it wasn't like there was anything | could 
do. "Erik is alive." he said, and | would have felt relief wash over me if he wasn't giving me that fucking smile 
that told me there was more to it than that. "But, and you may have already guessed this, he is also one of 


my administrators.” 


My back hit the edge of the desk as | fell against it in shock, and | gaped at him, my jaw dropped once again. 
No, | hadn't already fucking guessed that. How could I? Erik. knew him. At least | thought | had. 


Erik had been the first one to approach me. The first patient to ever talk to me here. He had taken me to the 
music room, recommended that | go to the group therapy. He had listened to me as a friend instead of a 


therapist, something that | had needed at that time. But all he was was just.. 


"The whole time...all the times he was talking to me, and listening to me in the music room..he was just an 


actor?" 


"Yes." Dr. Johansen told me. Simply, like he had been doing. Like he did this all the time. "In fact, many of the 
'patients' here are just my administrators. Most of the patients in the group therapy were, many of the 


patients you've seen in the halls were." 


Is there anyone that I've met here that isn’t just a fucking actor?!" | yelled, and Dr. Johansen, nodded, still 


smiling. 


"Yes." he told me. "Most recently Tom, for example. Although he was, for lack of a better term, re-educated 
by my administrators, most of what he told you was his own thinking. Sverre was not one of my 
administrators, and neither was Magnus. Magnus had never heard of Metallica, which made things..easier, if 
you will" | felt a sick feeling in my stomach when | heard Dr. Johansen say "Metallica". | didn't want to hear 


that name in his voice. "But everyone else was just an actor, as you said" 


"What..do you mean by ‘Tom was re-educated'?" | wheezed, panting as | leaned heavily against the desk. It was 
almost too much, but | had to keep listening. | had to know everything. 


"Well, as you've discovered, the ‘onstage breakdown’ everyone knows you for here didn't actually happen" he 
explained. "Unfortunately, when we first brought Tom here, he had heard of Metallica, unlike Magnus. So, we 
had To..convince him that Metallica didn't actually exist as well, and that you had had a breakdown on stage 


with Exodus." He smirked. "It was easier, since he had only heard of the band, and had never been a member.” 


| still couldn't believe how casually he told me all these things. As if it was just an everyday thing for him to 
abduct and brainwash people to believe completely different things than they had originally known. Although, 
knowing him, it probably was. 


That got me thinking about yet another thing | hadn't known. "How did you get me here?" 


"Jim helped" he admitted, and | couldn't even feel shocked anymore at this point. He gestured to the papers on 
the desk. "It's explained later in the files. One day, Jim offered to drive you to the guitar store. Then, he 
noticed a person on the side of the road who needed help, and pulled over to see what he could do. You also 
decided to help, which had been the plan. Of course, the guitar store and the stranded person were covers to 


get you alone. That's when my administrators were able to get you." 


Now that he was telling me, | could vaguely remember it, but then again, | had started to recall memories of 
things with Exodus that had never happened. "How did you do it?" | asked, exasperated. "Convince me of 
everything. | remember the things you told me that | did with Exodus..| remember them actually happening, 
even though they didn't" 


"Remember the day you first woke up here?" he questioned, and | nodded. | could never forget it. "How that 
nurse told me that ‘Anderson escaped again’? And how | said that its difficult to manipulate the mind, but it's 
easy for the mind to manipulate itself?" 


"Yeah, | guess." Where was he going with this? Even if this was the first time he was actually being open and 


honest with me, and not vague for once in the time I'd been here, he was still speaking in riddles. 


"What do you remember about the ‘Anderson incident?" he asked. For a moment, | didn't know what he was 
talking about, but then | remembered something. | could remember hearing about someone called Anderson 
escaping - | could even see it in my mind. | hadn't known him, I'd only seen him when the incident had happened. 
Just like Sverre. 


"| guess just.what happened." | said, more puzzled than shocked now. "Him running through the halls. Making it 
to the door before the administrators caught him and dragged him away to the dangerous ward. There wasn't 


really much to it other than that." 


“There's something called ‘confabulation." he began. "See, Kirk, there never was an Anderson incident. There's 
not even a patient here with that name." 


| gaped at him. What was he trying to do now? Convince me | was insane even more that he already had? 
"What the hell do you mean?!" | snapped, rage pooling in my stomach along with the fear and confusion that 
was already there. "I remember that happening, what do you mean it didn't happen?!" 


‘It's easy for the mind to manipulate itself" he said again. "See, confabulation is..when the mind creates false 
memories. When this happens, the person who has experienced it will often be able to recall the fabricated 


event clearly, even though it never happened." 
"Wh." | wheezed, but he continued. 


"That's how | managed to get you to remember many experiences with Exodus that you never had." he 
explained. "Combined with your different medications, and being constantly told of these experiences, your mind 


actually created them, and you began to remember them.’ 


"But.." | couldn't argue with him, because he was right | had been remembering things that I'd done with 


Exodus--or, hadn't done. 


| didn't know what to believe at this point. He'd gotten me to believe him about Metallica not being real, but 


now he was telling me the opposite of everything he'd convinced me of. 


| wasn't sure how much more of this | could take. | couldn't ask him anything else - I'd probably end up crazier 


than he'd made me. 


"So..what now?" | asked, taking a step back again. | had to know what he would do to me now that | knew 
everything. Would he kill me like Tom had said, even though everyone would be suspicious? Dr. Johansen had 
been the one to tell me all the things he'd done to make me think | was crazy..why would he tell me everything 


if he wasn't planning something? 


Like he had to kill me now that I'd discovered his files, but he was at least letting me know the full truth 
before he did. 


"What now.." he murmured, looking over one of the cabinets on the wall. "Well.of course, we did have a plan for 


what we would have to do if you were to discover the truth." 


| didn't want to know what that plan could be. | quickly slipped behind his desk, frantically searching once again 
for anything | could possibly use to defend myself. | wasn't even sure what | was going to do - my mind had 
gone completely blank as Dr. Johansen began rummaging through his cabinet, and my eyes wildly darted over 
the desk, finally coming to a stop on a glass beaker. 


Without thinking, | grabbed it and smashed it against the side of the desk, the container part of it shattering 
immediately. | gripped the neck, holding the jagged edge out in front of myself. | wasn't sure what good it would 
do, but as soon as he saw me with it, he raised an eyebrow as he took a step back. | felt a small wave of 


satisfaction knowing that | could intimidate him after all the shit he'd done to me. 


"Kirk." he began, closing the drawer, and | felt a wave of rage and nausea hit me as he said my name. After 


everything he'd told me, everything he'd done to me, he shouldn't even have a voice to say it. 
"Don't call me that!" | shouted, holding the jagged glass out. All Dr. Johansen did was smirk. 
"Very well" he stated. "Would you prefer | called you ‘Mr. Hammett again?" 


"What do you mean 'agairt?!" | yelled, slipping back behind his desk once more. "There was never anything to 


begin with! | was never here before, you just convinced me that | was! You forced me to think | was insane!" 


‘| may have begun leading you down that path, pushed you in that direction, but like | said, it was your mind 
that manipulated itself" he put in simply, and | was silent again. "I never convinced you that you were insane - 


you, in effect, convinced yourself that you were insane, Kirk--| mean, Mr. Hammett.” 


"That's not.." | paused, taking in his words. He sort of had a point--no, | wasn't going to stand here and let him 
turn this around on me. He had been the one who had brought me here and pried into my mind to make me 


think | had lost it. "No, you made me think | was crazy! You were the one who manipulated me!" 


| wouldn't let him in my head again. | held out the jagged glass again, but he didn't react. "You know that it 
won't change anything if you kill me." he stated, calm and level as ever. | narrowed my eyes, lowering the glass 
as | glared at him. | hadn't been planning to kill him - | couldn't see myself actually taking that step, even after 
everything he'd done to me. I'd only grabbed the glass because | didn't know what he would do to me once he 
opened the box he'd grabbed from the cabinet. 


| stayed behind the desk as he opened the box, rummaging through it and grabbing two things | couldn't make 
out in the dim lighting. Despite everything in me telling me to stay where | was, my morbid curiosity got the 
best of me, and | began to creep out from my spot, raising the jagged glass again. | could see the silhouette of 
a pager and a syringe before he turned back to me. 


Several things happened at once. Dr. Johansen pressed a button on the pager he'd grabbed, immediately tossing 
it to the side as he lunged forward and grabbed my arm. | stared at him in shock as he raised the syringe 
he'd taken from the box. I'd never seen that look in his eyes before. 


We did have a plan for what we would have to do if you were to discover the truth 


| couldn't find out what that plan was. | couldn't let him manipulate me any more, now that | knew everything 


he'd done to me. | couldn't let him keep me as his puppet. 
| didn't think | just acted 


| swung my arm up, driving the jagged blade into his throat. His eyes widened, but he didn't make a sound as | 
yanked the blade back, blood immediately pouring from the ragged slash across his neck. His eyes, cold, 
emotionless, piercing blue, met mine for the last time as he slowly sunk to the floor, first falling to his knees 
before he suddenly dropped to the floor. | stared at him, at the blood splattered across the floor, on my 
hands, my shirt, the only sound being that of my heavy breathing and the blood pounding in my ears.. 


And then, it all hit me at once. 


| gasped sharply as | dropped the jagged blade in shock, my back hitting the desk again as | fell against it. | 
pressed a shaky hand against my mouth as | felt nausea rising in my stomach along with the fear and horror 
that was already there, before | dropped it in disgust. My hands were covered in blood. Dr. Johansen's blood. | 
fucking killed someone. Fuck, fuck, no, why-- 


Because | had to. 

Oh god. 

| knew that | couldn't stay there. | had to get out of here before the administrators found me. But | was 
frozen in place, my eyes locked on Dr. Johansen's motionless body lying face down on the floor, blood slowly 


pooling around his head. | wasn't sure if | was glad or not that he was face down - if | could see his lifeless 


eyes staring at me, | probably would have lost it, even more than | already had. 


| had to. | had fo. 


| kept repeating it to myself as | willed myself to snap out of the horrified trance threatening to drown me. 
Who knows what he would have done to me if | hadn't..done it He was capable of anything - he'd proven that 
before he'd even found me in his office. After everything he'd done to me over, not only the past few months 


I'd been here, but the years before | even knew he existed.. 

Fuck, what have | done? 

| had fo. 

No one deserves that. Not even Dr. Johansen 

Right? 

My shaking hands came up to grip the sides of my head, my fingers tangling into my hair as | tried to keep 
from screaming. | squeezed my eyes shut, my breathing coming in short, sporadic gasps as my heart 
thundered in my chest. / killed him, | killed him, | fucking killed him-- 

| had to get out of here. | couldn't let the administrators find me. 

Trying to keep from looking down, | slowly stepped around Dr. Johansen and to the door, half expecting to see 
the entire population of administrators surrounding me as | crept into the hallway. But there was no one there 
- in fact, the hallways were eerily empty. Granted, it was probably around two in the morning, but there had 


been administrators walking around with their flashlights before. 


Just as | realized exactly what that meant, the overhead lights lit up, bathing the hallways in glowing blood red 


light, and a moment later, the sirens started. 
Run, fucker. 


| did. 
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| could hear the administrators behind me before | even reached the end of the hallway. | turned sharply 
around a corner, the voice over the intercom a dull roar on top of the sirens and the thundering footfalls of 
the doctors behind me. | panted as | continued to run, trying to think of how | was going to get out of this 


while simultaneously trying to focus on escaping. 


The elevator was off limits. There was no way | could get inside in time for the administrators to not catch 
me, since, by the sounds of it, they were right behind me. There were probably administrators in the stairwell, 


waiting for me to make the mistake of running there. 


| heard one of the administrators behind me call for backup on a pager, shouting in another language. | knew 
that | wouldn't be able to run for much longer. Panting heavily, | rounded another corner, my chest aching 
from my heavy gasps. Despite the pain in my chest, | forced myself to run faster, sweat dripping down my 
face as | sped up. 


There was only one other way to escape. The way that | had thought killed Erik. 


As soon as the thought crossed my mind, | almost shut it down. | couldn't jump out the window of the fucking 
fourth floor. Did / have any other choice, though? |F the administrators caught me, there was no way of 
knowing what they would do to me, especially after..what | had done to Dr. Johansen. 


| could die if | jumped out the fourth floor window, but | could also die if | stayed here. Or maybe the 
administrators would let me live, keeping me here to carry on Dr. Johansen's experiments until | was nothing 
but a shell of a human being, fed nothing but medication and walking numbly through the halls like a zombie. 


Just living every day the same exact way for who knows how long. 
What was worse? 
It only took a split second for me to make up my mind. As soon as | rounded the next corner, | came face to 


face with a long hallway, leading to what would have been a dead end if not for the huge window taking up the 
entirety of the wall. Outside it, | could see nothing but darkness. Behind me, | could hear the administrators 


shouting, but | couldn't make out what they were saying over the sirens and the blood pounding in my ears. 
If | didn't make a decision now, the administrators would make the rest of my decisions for me. 


| sped up, panting heavily as | forced myself to run faster. Then, taking a deep breath, | threw my arms up in 
front of my face and flung my shoulder through the window. 


It didn't happen in slow motion or anything like that. In fact, it only took about half a second for me to go 
crashing through the window, the sirens and the voices of the administrators drowning in the sound of 


shattering glass. 


Everything happened in an instant. One moment, | was flying through the glass, my eyes squeezed shut as | 
waited for the inevitable impact, and the next, | was crashing through the branches of a tree as the last of 
the sirens were swallowed by the branches snapping. Keeping my eyes closed, | covered my face with my arms 
as | plummeted through the trees, holding my breath as the twigs tore at my arms and legs, ripping the white 
patient uniform still splattered with drops of Dr. Johansen's blood. 


As quickly as it had begun, it was over. 


And then, as quickly as it had ended, it began again as | tumbled through the last of the branches and directly 


into freezing water. 


| gasped, the water filling my mouth, and | choked as | managed to thrash above the water for an instant 
before | was sucked under again. | flailed in the current, struggling against its hold as it continued to try pulling 
me under. It didn't take long for me to realize | would lose the battle, so, taking a deep breath, | let go and 


gave in to the current. 


As the rushing, freezing river swallowed me alive, all | could think of was how ironic it was that I'd ended up in 


the water once again. 


| wasn't sure how long it had been before | washed up on shore like a message in a bottle. I'd been thrown 
through the river, thrashing against the water as | struggled to keep my head above the water at the same 
time | let the current carry me away from the facility. When the rushing current finally died down, and my 


arm had brushed the side of the riverbank, | crawled out of the river and collapsed onto the ground. 


| laid there for a long time, motionless as the past few months of my life at the facility played through my 
head like a movie, the memories of what I'd been told there merging with my actual memories. There were stil 
so many unanswered questions, questions I'd probably never get the answers to - how had Dr. Johansen gotten 
me here, and where even was "here"? Who was the guy pretending to be Paul? What happened to my 
bandmates after I'd vanished? 


When I'd finally dragged myself to my feet, | quickly realized that | wasn't out of the woods yet - literally. 


There was a thick expanse of trees in front of me, and | could hardly even tell which direction | was walking in. 


Fuck, was | ever going to get out of this place? What if the administrators had somehow followed me here? 


Following the direction of the river, | slowly made my way through the trees, glancing around every so often 
to make sure no one was following me. In the beginning, | would pause and make sure there was no other 
sound, and the silence was always there to greet me. The only sounds were those of the river rushing and my 


quiet, heavy breathing. 


| could see the sky starting to brighten ever so slighty when | heard it - the sound of cars rushing by on a 
road. Glancing around the last of the trees, | ran towards the sound, only to stop in front of a metal fence, 


barbed wire stretching out on top of it. 


| sighed, leaning against the fence and staring at the cars racing by me as | tried to figure out how to get out 
of this. | was so close to escaping - | couldn't stop now. I'd managed to make it this far somehow. | stared at 
the top of the fence, trying to think of how | could avoid the barbed wire. Would | really have to dig a hole and 


crawl under the fence like a dog? 
Or.. 


| walked along the side of the fence for a while until | found them - the gates. The place where the barbed 
wire was separated by the metal fence posts. Where | could make my escape without tearing myself to 


shreds. 


As quickly as | could, | climbed up the fence, staring out at the highway in front of me. Then, for the first and 
last time, | looked back in the direction of the facility. | couldn't even see it through the trees, but | knew it 
was there. Just like Dr. Johansen's people had once been - watching, waiting in the darkness, ready to strike 


once they had enough information 


| finally reached the top of the fence, the area between the barbed wires. Taking a deep breath, | stared down 


at the ground and threw myself over the fence. 
None of the people in the cars rushing by knew anything about what | had done tonight. 


| wasn't sure how long | walked along the side of the highway, numbly staring at the ground. There had been no 
way of telling what time it was when I'd been in the facility - I'd only guessed that I'd made my escape around 
two in the morning. The sun was just starting to come up now, the highway beginning to stir awake as the 


first few rays of light began to break through the darkness. 
There were a lot of things on my mind, but every time I'd try to focus on one of them, the thoughts would 
drift just out of my reach, or disappear like fog in the sun. All | could think of was how | was going to get out 


of here. Hell, | didn't even know what country | was in. 


| didn't know if I'd ever get home at this point: 


It was probably around six when the first car pulled over. Some woman who opened the passenger side door 
and asked me if | needed help. | wanted to go with her, | really did, but | just couldn't bring myself to actually 
get in the car with her. Who knew if she was just an administrator posing as a regular citizen, searching for 


me so that she could take me back to the facility? 
| was probably just being paranoid, but | couldn't take the chance. 


Of course, that wasn't the only time someone had pulled over to try and help. | mean, it wasn't every day that 
you saw some guy in ripped white clothes walking along the side of the highway. | probably looked like an 
escaped mental patient - which was really exactly what | was. | was surprised anyone even pulled over next to 


me, judging by that. There was still a little bit of Dr. Johansen's blood on the front of my shirt, but most of it 
had been washed away by the river, leaving only faint, faded red stains. 


But that was only the physical evidence. 


| didn't know what made me stop and consider going in the next car that stopped next to me. | was just so 
tired, both physically and emotionally. | felt so lost - | needed to get somewhere else that wasn't here or the 
facility. As soon as the car pulled up beside me, | stopped, wondering if | should take the chance and just go 
with this person. | could see the guy through the window - a young man with long blond hair that reminded 
me of James. Maybe that was why I'd paused to consider going. 


Or that this car was blasting heavy metal. 


| wasn't sure exactly what made me see this guy as different from the others who had offered to help. 
Maybe it was the fact that he was playing metal, which he immediately turned off right before he opened the 
passenger side door. Or maybe it was the fact that he was staring at me like he was looking at a ghost, his 


eyes wide before he managed to choke out a shocked "Holy shit, Kirk Hammett?!" 


There were a lot of things | could have said. There were a lot of things | could have done. Something in me was 
telling me to just ignore this guy like | had been doing to everyone else, but | knew that | couldn't just do that. 
Instead, | just silently stepped into the car, and, staring straight ahead, said only one thing, my voice devoid of 


all emotion: "Get me out of here." 


But the guy didn't do anything. He just sat there staring at me, his face a mess of emotions, and that's when 
it hit me. If this guy knew who | was, he was probably a fan, and the news of my disappearance had probably 
gotten out. This guy, along with all the Metallica fans, probably thought | was dead. 


As if reading my mind, he spoke again "E-everyone..everyone thought you were dead." he murmured, his eyes 
drifting down for a second before he turned back to me. My eyes widened, before | fully realized just what he 


meant, and it felt like someone had kicked me in the stomach. 


Somehow, the thought of what everyone - my bandmates, my crew members who weren't spies, all of our 


fans - would think of me suddenly vanishing for months hadn't crossed my mind. Maybe I'd started thinking 


about it, but I'd brushed it aside for the time being. One of those things I'd wanted to think about on my walk 
along the side of the highway, but couldn't quite focus on. 


But now, | was actually talking to a fan, someone who had gone through the experience of being told that one 
of the members of a band he liked had vanished without a trace. Was that what he had heard? What had the 
guys said after I'd gone missing? Had they said anything at all? 


"What happened?" was all | could ask, sitting up so | could face him fully. 


The guy was still staring at me in shock | suddenly felt guilty for being so cold - here this guy, a Metallica 
fan, was, with the guitarist of that band in his car. And here | was, just ignoring how completely stunned this 


guy was that | was even alive after I'd been missing for who knows how long. 


‘I'm sorry." | said lamely, not completely sure what | was apologizing for. The guy's eyes widened as he shook 


his head. 


"Y-you don't. didn't." he spluttered before he took a deep breath. "You disappeared." He turned back to the 
road so he could merge back onto the highway before he continued. "About four months ago. You 
just.disappeared. The last anyone ever saw of you was when you left with your..guitar tech, | think? Then you 
both just..dropped off the face of the Earth, it seemed” So Dr. Johansen had been telling the truth about Jim 
being an accomplice in my abduction. What had happened to Jim after that, anyway? 


“The band released a statement about a month after it happened” he explained, and | felt like something had 
stabbed me in the chest. | couldn't even imagine how the guys must have felt after I'd suddenly vanished 
without a trace, especially since it hadn't been that long since Cliff.. "They said you were gone, that you, well, 
disappeared. There wasn't much to it, which is why a lot of fans started coming up with ideas of what might 
have happened to you. Theories." 


"What did you think." | mumbled, the words sounding more like a statement than a question. | was sure that 
the guy could see how much his explanation was tearing me apart, but we both knew that | needed him to 


explain everything. Just like when Id discovered the truth about Dr. Johansen. 


"Honestly, [always hoped that you were still out there somewhere." he said, letting out a shy laugh as he 
rubbed a hand over his face. He turned to me for a moment, an honest, yet bashful grin on his face. "That 
was one of the theories, that you were still alive somewhere." His face fell as he turned back to face the road. 


"But a lot of people just thought you were dead." 


| could tell that he was dying to know where the hell I'd been over the past few months, but he didn't know 


how to ask How was someone supposed to ask something like that? 


"There were a lot of people who thought you had faked your death as well” he commented, sounding confused. 
Like he knew that that was something completely ridiculous that | would never do. "I guess..to get away from 


the fame? But | didn't think that made sense." 


How the hell was | supposed to respond to all of that? 


There were so many things | could have said, that | wanted to ask. | wanted to know what my bandmates had 
said, for one. Or, fuck, was the band even still together? Had they found a replacement guitarist, or had they 
given up and split? | felt a pang in my chest at the thought of them breaking up after I'd gone missing. 


"Is Metallica still together?" | asked, and the guy looked surprised. He probably hadn't been expecting me to say 
anything else. 


"Well, |, uh.! don't really know." he admitted. “They didn't say anything about that. They just made the 
statement that you had disappeared, but not anything else besides that. Some people think they're taking a 
break and that they're gonna come back in a while, but some people think they just broke up.." 


His words trailed off when he noticed what my eyes had drifted down to and locked on. Sitting in the tray 
underneath his radio was our new album, ".And Justice For All", the album we had been working on before Dr. 
Johansen had stepped directly into my life. Now that | thought about it, | had recorded all my guitar parts - 


we'd been in the mixing stage before I'd been taken. 


Fuck, | couldn't imagine how the guys must have felt, having to listen to my guitar parts over and over after 
I'd disappeared. 


The guy said nothing as | reached over and picked up the CD, my hands shaky as | stared down at it. Of 
course, | was glad that they had actually released it, despite everything that had happened. They knew that | 


would have wanted them to. 


| opened the CD, slowly sliding the lyric booklet out and opening it. Beside me, | could feel the guy's eyes on me, 
and when | looked up to see his slightly pained expression, he immediately turned away and back to the road. 
My eyes drifted back to the booklet, and | quickly flicked to the last page, skimming over the notes thanking 
our producers and fans. | read over each statement from my bandmates, a dull ache in my chest at the 
absence of mine, before | saw the small note at the very bottom of the booklet, and my breath caught in my 


throat. 

"Dedicated fo our lead guitarist, Kirk Hammett. We love you, brother" 

| slowly set the booklet down, a familiar burning feeling beginning to creep up my face as | breathed out slowly 
through my nose, pressing a hand over my mouth as | stared straight ahead. | could tell that the guy beside 
me was trying to think of something, anything that he could possibly say, but he stayed silent. | wasn't sure if 
| was glad about that or not. Fuck, the guys.. 


| didn't even know if I'd ever see them again. | didn't know how they were gonna be able to find me. 


| leaned forward, putting my head in my hands. | kept staring down at the dedication message - somehow, even 


as small as it was at the bottom of the page, | could feel all the pain and hopelessness that my bandmates had 
probably felt as they had written it. | exhaled shakily, momentarily forgetting about the guy sitting next to me 
as | squeezed my eyes shut and took a deep, shuddering breath. 


| sat up again, letting out a long sigh before | turned back to face the guy. His eyes were conflicted, storming 
with everything he wanted to say but didn't know how. Hell, this was probably difficult for him too, having to 
see the guitarist of a band he was a fan of like this. 


| suddenly remembered something else that I'd wanted to ask. "What's your name?" | couldn't believe | hadn't 


said it yet. 


The guy let out a nervous chuckle, running a hand through his hair. "Well, uh," he began, smiling bashfully as 
he turned to me. "it's Lars. Lars Hanssen" 


| cracked up. | couldn't help it - the realization of just how ridiculous this entire situation was had just hit me 
out of nowhere. | mean, some guy had abducted me and told me that my band wasn't real, and I'd believed him! 
When the hell did that kind of stuff happen?! My band had a fucking song called "The Frayed Ends Of Sanity’, 


for fuck's sakel 


Beside me, | heard Lars Hanssen - his fucking name was Lars! - start laughing awkwardly along with me, 
probably not sure why | had started laughing in the first place. At this point, | wasn’t so sure that | knew 
either. 


| laughed because Dr. Johansen had somehow gotten me all the way here, kept me in his mental institution for 
months as he tried to convince me that | was insane and that Metallica wasn't real, pried apart my mind like 
he had done to his son as he told me over and over that | was crazy..and he hadn't fucking succeeded. | 
laughed because he couldn't have the one thing he's tried so hard to take away from me. 


| laughed because | wasn't insane. 


Then | buried my face in my hands and cried for the exact same reason. 
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Lars Hanssen lived in a cabin in the middle of nowhere. It wasn't like some horror movie where he lived out in 
the woods, a thick expanse of trees separating him from the rest of civilization, but it was clear that his 


cabin was the only house for at least half a mile. 


As soon as the car stopped, | knew we'd arrived, but neither of us made a move to get out. | finally looked up 
from my hands, rubbing my face as | stared straight ahead, a numb weight settling in my chest. "Where even 


am |?" My voice sounded unfamiliar, like it was coming from far away. 


Lars Hanssen looked up, surprised. | could tell he was still a bit starstruck over having me in his car, despite 


the circumstances. "Oh, uh, Norway." 


My eyes widened as | turned to him, giving him an incredulous stare. Sure, I'd known that Dr. Johansen had 
been capable of pretty much anything after I'd read the files in his office, but how the fuck had he gotten me 
to Norway without anyone finding out? 


| suppose that would just be yet another unanswered question. 


As soon as Lars Hanssen led me inside, my eyes immediately fell on the guitar sitting in a stand across the 


room. He noticed and let out a nervous laugh. 
‘Oh, | uh." he began, fiddling with his fingers. "I kind of..started playing because of Metallica" 


| couldn't remember the last time | felt that feeling in my chest, the kind | would get whenever someone would 
tell me something like that. That | was the reason they had started playing music, or something similar. Despite 
everything, | actually felt a real smile come to my face as | looked back at the guy. | put my hand on his 
shoulder and he gave me a bashful grin. 


"Listen, man." | began, not even sure how | was supposed to tell him how much this meant to me. Not only 
that he was a fan of Metallica, but the fact that he had even picked me up off the side of the highway. 
"Just.thank you for.all this. | really appreciate it, man" 


He grinned. "It was just something | knew | had to do." 


| managed a half smile before | remembered something I'd been wanting to do since we'd arrived. "| gotta, uh. 
gotta call the guys, tell them that, y'know, l'm still alive." | attempted a laugh, but | couldn't quite force a smile 
onto my face now that | was thinking about what | was going to say to them. 


Lars Hanssen simply nodded, stepping out of the room without a word, and | gave him a small appreciative grin 
before he disappeared into the hallway. My face fell as | moved to the side of the room and grabbed the 
phone, the dull ache in my chest flaring up again. | glanced around the room, even though | knew | was alone, 


before | slid down the wall to sit against it. 


| rubbed my hand over my face, sighing as | tried to gather my thoughts. | was about to talk to my 
bandmates. The bandmates I'd been told for months weren't real, the bandmates that Dr. Johansen had tried to 
convince me were a product of my subconsciousness. But those bandmates did exist, and they probably didnt 


even know | was still alive. 
What the hell was | supposed to say to them? 


Without realizing it, l'd tapped in James’ number, and | sighed again, letting my head fall back against the wall. | 
knew I'd probably only been gone for a few months, but in that time, I'd been convinced that the guys didn't 
even exist. And what could the guys possibly be going through as well? | could be dead or just gone in their 
minds. | wondered what they individually thought, if they all had their own theories like Lars Hanssen had told 
me about. Numbly, | pressed the call button, staring at the wall as | listened to it ring, before.. 


"Yeah?" James' voice came from the other end, and | felt the dull pain in my chest come back to hit me full 
force as my face began to burn. Come on, man, not yet. | told myself. | opened my mouth to speak, but my 
words had fled, and the only sound that came out was a faint wheeze. 

"Uh, hello?" His voice snapped me out of the stunned haze I'd fallen into, and | immediately sat up straight. 
"James." | managed to choke out. 

Dead silence. | couldn't even hear him breathing on the other end. The only sound was that of my heart 
pounding - | wondered for a moment if James could hear it too. Just like when Id called.well, | guess the guy | 
had thought was Paul. 


"Kirk?" he asked, his voice shaking with a myriad of different emotions. | let out a sound that could have been 


a laugh or a sob. 


'|--y-yeah, | jus--yeah." | stammered, taking a shaky breath as | searched for the words that I'd been running 
over in my head before | called him, but they still wouldn't come back. 


"Where the fuck are you?!" he shouted. | heard his voice cracking with emotion, though | could tell that he was 
trying to cover it up, like he always would. He'd just get angry instead of showing anything else. "Where the 
fuck have you been?!" 


| sighed, wondering how the hell | was going to explain everything so it would make sense. Hell, some of it didn't 
even make sense to me - there were still so many things missing from the explanation Dr. Johansen had given 


me. 
Might as well just start at the beginning. "I'm in Norway." 
He made an incredulous sound. "What the fuck are you doing there?!" 


"IFs." | sighed again, trying to figure out where to start while simultaneously trying to keep my own emotions 
at bay. "It's a fuckin’ long story, man" 


He scoffed. "Seems like it." he muttered, though there was no real malice in his words. His tone changed again, 


to something | couldn't quite figure out. "What the fuck happened, man? |--we--you just..disappeared.” 


"I know." | told him, my voice quiet. "I don't." Where would | begin? Should | just wait until | got home to explain 
everything? "There's a lot that doesn't really make sense, and a lot of it just.some of it | can't even really 


believe--" 


"What happened after you left." he said sharply, the question sounding more like a statement as it abruptly 
stopped my rambling, and | took a deep breath. 


"| was..involved in something." | grimaced at the way the words came out. | really shouldn't be telling him all 
this shit over the phone, but there was really no other way unless | waited until | was home with the rest of 
the guys. Something told me that he wasn't going to be patient enough for that, though. "I, uh, well..remember 


Jim?" 
"Yeah." 


| wanted to ask about what happened to Jim after he'd dragged me into this whole thing - maybe he'd 
disappeared as well, or maybe he was somewhere in one of Dr. Johansen's facilities. | hadn't really had a chance 
to think too deeply into that, since there were so many other things on my mind. As much as | wanted to 
know about the Jim situation, | knew that now wasn't the time for me to ask. "He got me into..this.” 


With a heavy sigh, | told James everything that | could, leaving out the part about.what | did to Dr. Johansen, | 
couldn't tell him that. | wasn't sure if | ever would, honestly. | just told him that | found out everything and 


managed to escape, not mentioning that | had been caught. 


He was quiet for a long time, just like he had been when I'd first spoken, before he spoke again. "Fucking hell." 
He muttered something under his breath. | knew there were probably a million things he wanted to ask me, but 


| had to know something else first. 
"What happened to Jim?" | asked, and James scoffed. 


"He disappeared too." he told me. "Just fuckin’ dropped off the face of the Earth, pretty much.’ That was all he 
said on the subject of Jim before he brought up the one thing I'd been trying to avoid. "What happened to this 


Dr. Johansen fucker?" 
| sucked in a breath. Fuck, | should have known he would ask that. 


"| don't know." | explained, hoping that | sounded as convincing as | thought | did. Or that James would at least 
not notice if | didn’t. "The last time | saw him was after he took me to my room on the night | escaped." | 
swallowed roughly. "He didn't catch me in his office." My voice wavered slightly at the end of that sentence, 
and | mentally kicked myself. 


James didn't seem to notice, however. He was silent for a moment before he spoke again "You said..you were in 


Norway?" he asked, his tone still bewildered. 


"Yeah." | told him. "I'm with this guy | met, this fan who's," | tried to laugh again, but | still couldn't put any 


sort of humor in the sound. "also named Lars. Another Lars, just what we need, y'know?" 


Just like Lars Hanssen had done, James didn't react at all to my attempts at jokes, and | uncomfortably rubbed 
my hand over my face. It was pretty obvious that it was just a cover-up for what | was really thinking, that | 
was just trying to distract myself with humor. 


It never worked. 
"Kirk" he muttered dryly, and | suddenly felt something burst inside my chest. 


‘lm sorry." | choked, feeling my face burning again. Fucking hell, how many times was | going to get like this? | 
heard James scoff on the other line. 


"Don't fucking apologize." he snapped, his voice icy yet filled with barely repressed pain. | was about to again, 
but | kept my mouth shut. | heard him let out a shaky sigh. "So you're with this fan.where's this place you 


said you were staying at?" 


| relayed the address that Lars Hanssen had given me earlier. | heard some shuffling on the other end as he 
no doubt wrote it down, and | could hear more muttered curses as he set the stuff to the side after a 


moment. 


"Look, man." he began hesitantly. | knew that stuff like this was difficult for him. "You know that..we're gonna 
come fuckin’ find you, y'know? And..fuck, |, uhh..y'know..fuck, goddammit.." 


"| get it, man" | put in, and he sighed again | couldn't even imagine what he was thinking at this point. 


"We thought you were fuckin’ gone, man" he told me after a long pause. "None of us..fuck.we all--we all 


thought..goddammit.." 


| felt like someone had stabbed me in the chest - I'd never heard so much pain in James’ voice. He was trying 
to cover it up, of course, but | knew him, and | could hear it. | wanted to say something to break the tension, 
something reassuring, but | just couldn't find it in myself. "Don't." | swallowed roughly. "Don't worry about it, 


man. I'll! still alive, right?" 
James just made a grunting sound. "Yeah, after all that shit with that Dr. Johansen fucker." 
Is over now" | put in, even though | wasn't completely sure if | believed that myself. 


We talked about a couple more things, mostly related to what had happened to the rest of the guys after I'd 
vanished. Lars Hanssen had told me that he didn't know what was going on with the band, since they hadn't said 
anything else other than the statement they'd initially made when I'd disappeared, and | was surprised to hear 


James say something similar. That even he wasn't sure what was going to happen with the band. 


Apparently, they still lived in the apartment we all shared, but they hadn't been working on anything new. 
James and Lars had argued a lot during the first couple months I'd been gone - just like I'd expected, they 


couldn't agree on whether or not they were going to get a new guitarist and continue with the band. 


Lars would say that they had to keep going, that they couldn't give up. James had agreed with him, because 
they both knew that | would have wanted them to keep going, but argued that there wasn't anyone who could 
just replace me. Then Lars would say that that's not what he meant, that he wasn't frying to replace me, and 
then they'd argue like they had back in ‘86 about getting a new bassist. Jason wouldn't even get involved, even 
though both of them would always try to pull him into their fights, try to get him to pick a side. He never did. 


James and Lars had just started becoming civil with one another again in the past couple weeks, but things 


were still tense between them. James told me that sometimes he wasn't sure who was going to snap first. 


A long silence passed before | spoke again. "I guess." | uncomfortably rubbed the back of my neck. "I'll.y'know, 
see--l'll see y--l'm, uh--" Dammit, | could not for the life of me figure out how to put my thoughts into 


words. "Y'‘know..what | mean." 
"Yeah." 


‘lm coming back" | told him, trying to force some kind of determination into the numb monotone that had 


become my voice. 


"Wait." James said suddenly, and | took a deep breath. | could see his face in my mind as he struggled to find 
the right words. "Kirk, I" 


"Yeah." | said quietly. "I know, man. | get it.” 


We said a few more words to each other, him asking me if | wanted to talk to the others. | knew that | 


couldn't, that it'd be too much at this point, and he'd understood. 


I'd given him a quick goodbye before | hung up, barely managing to put the phone back in the holder before | 
slunk down to the floor again, folding my arms on top of my knees and burying my face in them. Just like in 
the forest after I'd escaped, there were so many things running through my head that | couldn't focus on just 
one. | heard quiet footsteps from the hallway, and a moment later, | felt the floor shift as Lars Hanssen 


moved to sit beside me. 


Neither of us spoke for what was probably only a few minutes, but it felt like hours before | lifted my head 
to look at him. He was staring off into the distance, a faraway look in his eyes, but he immediately turned to 


face me once he noticed me watching him. 
"Want to play my guitar?" he asked, and | chuckled dryly. At least this guy got it. 
| stood up and he followed suit. "Yeah." 


In the end, | realized that | couldn't even get halfway through a Metallica song before | was overwhelmed by 
emotions and memories, so | just settled for playing songs by bands that had influenced us. Like Motorhead and 
Sabbath. But even that had almost been too much, since the guys and | had jammed to those records so many 


times, especially when we were just starting out. 
Fuck, being at the facility had affected me a lot more than | had thought. 


| didn't even need to wonder why | couldn't sleep that night. | couldn't stop thinking about everything, no matter 
how many times | tried to think of anything else. There were just too many things going on in my head. | sat 
up and glanced over to the clock on the nightstand, the red numbers telling me that it was a little past two in 


the morning. The same time Id broken out of my room and into Dr. Johansen's office and found everything and-- 


| let out a heavy sigh as | climbed out of the bed, silently making my way down the hall and into the living 
room, picking up Lars Hanssen's guitar before | fell back against the couch. For a moment, as my fingers 
formed familiar chord shapes on the fretboard, | could almost pretend | was back home. Back there, when | 
couldn't sleep, I'd always come out and just play guitar until | was tired enough to go back to bed. 


| chuckled humorlessly as | realized that | was playing the intro to "Welcome Home Sanitarium)" again, just like 
I'd played in the music room. When Enik had taken me there and Id told him everything because | thought | could 


trust him but he was just another one of Dr. Johansens people and he was never-- 


Slowly setting the guitar back into its stand, | leaned forward and put my head in my hands, trying to quiet my 
racing thoughts. Remember how Enk was the first to sit next to you in the cafeteria and you always thought he 


didn't seem like a patient because he wasn't, he never was-- 


Stop if. | tried to think of something else, anything other than everything that had happened to me when | was 
at the facility. Some time we had been in the studio, some funny prank we'd done on tour, some great, sold out 


show we had played..the things Dr. Johansen tried fo convince me didn't happen. 


| quickly stood up and briskly made my way to the door, silently slipping outside and into the cool night air. | 
shut the door before | leaned heavily against it, letting my head fall back as | breathed in the chilly breeze. /ts 
out there, you know. That other facility that Dr. Johansen runs. You think that the administrators there know 
about you? What if they know about what you did? How quickly do you think the word of what you did spread? 


My breathing sped up, and | lifted my shaking hands to grip handfuls of my hair, trying desperately to shove 
away the thoughts bombarding my mind. They all know you killed him.| shook my head, even though it was no 
use. When do you think they found him? Lying there in his office in a pool of his own blood, the bloody shard of 
glass not far from his lifeless body? Hs motionless body? Hs BODY? You killed him, you know. You killed him-- 


| KNOW. | felt my face beginning to burn as | let out a shaky, shuddering breath. Fucking hell, | had killed him. 
But | had to, didn't |? He'd stalked me, abducted me, tried to convince me | was insane..and he'd actually 


succeeded in that last one for a while.. 
Im not insane, am |? 


| slowly slid down the door, my breathing coming in trembling gasps as | ran my shaking hands over my face. 
When | closed my eyes, all | could see was Dr. Johansen's face the moment l'd.. 


Youd what? Fucking finish a thought and admit it fo yourself, for fuck's sake. Dr. Johanser’s face the moment you 
stabbed him in the throat with a shard of glass, the way the blood slowly dripped down his neck, the look in his 
eyes. He always had the same expression for the entire time you were there - always blank and vacant. Did you 
see how his eyes changed when you drove in the glass? Did you see it, Kirk? Did you see it? 


YES, | FUCKING SAW /T!| screamed inside my head, squeezing my eyes shut and holding back the scream 
trapped in my throat. God, | really was going crazy, wasn't |? Did Dr. Johansen make me crazy? Did he actually 
succeed in the one thing | thought he couldnt have done? | always thought he hadnt made me into one of those 
patients living off medication and therapy, but.. 


Would you do it again? The thoughts were back, and | gripped my hair again as | let out a breath | hadn't 
realized I'd been holding. F you were back in that office, standing there with the truth lad out in front of you, 
with Dr. Johansen looking through his drawer for his "backup plan", what would you do? Would you kill him again? 
Would you KILL again? You killed him once, would you kill him again? 


Stop if.| almost said it out loud before | caught myself. | wasn't going to sink down to that level - talking to 


myself, to the voice in my head. Was it even a voice? Or was it just my own racing thoughts? 


Did it make me crazy if | couldn't tell the difference? 


Somehow, the worst part of this wasn't that | had killed Dr. Johansen It was the fact that it continued to 
haunt me, and that | couldnt fell anyone. 


A couple days after I'd arrived here, something felt off the morning | woke up. | couldn't explain it - it just 
seemed that there was something slightly wrong, just like there always had been at the facility. The kind of 


thing that no one else would notice, so you'd wonder if you were the one who was off, not the place. 


| slowly made my way down the hall as soon as | pulled on another one of Lars Hanssen's shirts, the quiet 
seeping into my bones and giving me a subtle feeling of dread. One part of me kept telling me that | was just 
being paranoid - it made sense, when | took everything that had happened into account. I'd probably be paranoid 


for a long time, even once | got home. 


Fuck, who was | supposed fo trust once | got home? How many of the road crew members had been spies? How 


many of them would still be there? What if-- 


| shook away the thoughts as | continued to Lars Hanssen's room. | couldn't focus on my own problems right 


now. 


Come on, you're being paranoid | kept telling myself, staring at his slightly open door for a moment before | 
forced myself to walk past and into the living room instead. | sat back on the couch, picking up the guitar I'd 
been messing with over the couple days |'d been here. | lightly strummed the strings, my fingers finding their 
familiar places on the fretboard as | began playing the intro to some old Sabbath song, trying to ignore the 
feeling of dread pooling in my stomach. What are you even worried about? Something happening to Lars Hanssen? 


What could happen? 


Anything. After all the shit that I'd found in Dr. Johansen's office, he'd proven that he and his people were 
capable of whatever they could think of. 


| played part of one of the songs off our new album, trying to take my mind off the paranoia and unease 
swirling in my mind, before | finally sighed and set the guitar aside. / could just look through the crack in the 
door, | don't even have to say anything to him 


Youre overthinking if, | told myself as | made my way back down the hallway to the door of Lars Hanssen‘s 
room. Youre being too paranoid Come on, nothing happened You're taking this too far. Now this guy's gonna think 


you're fuckin’ weird Like youre crazy. Oh, wait. 
| peered through the crack in the door, trying to be as quiet as possible. | couldn't see anything, and my mind 
kept telling me to leave before | was discovered, but | wanted to be sure. Fucking hell, you really are crazy. | 


silently pushed the door only slightly, widening the crack just enough to be able to see further into the room. 


| knew right away. As soon as | saw the empty bed, the room undisturbed save for the disheveled sheets 


there, | just knew. There was no evidence to even suggest what | was thinking, but | knew. It was one of the 
many things I'd been paranoid about when I'd first arrived here, but I'd brushed it off, thinking that the facility 
couldn't possibly want anything else to do with me now. Dr. Johansen was dead, and his hypothesis and 
experiment were as well. 

But it wasn't. It'd probably live forever in my mind, always haunting me as | tried desperately to forget. | 
wasn't going to forget, that much was obvious. The paranoia was one thing - | couldn't see myself just 
trusting anyone for at least a long time. | was surprised | had even gone with Lars Hanssen 

But now he was gone. Because of me. 

No, | told myself, even though | didn't really believe it. / wasn’t because of me. It was the facilty. 

If it wasn't for you being involved with the facility, this wouldnt have happened 

Dammit, was | blaming myself already? 

Stepping further into the room, | frantically glanced around as | searched for any evidence of Dr. Johansen's 
people coming here, only to find nothing. It just looked like a normal room someone had slept in and left, which 
was somehow more unsettling than there being signs of anyone else having been there. 

Even though there wasn't anything that could tell me, | knew. 


| knew that the facility had found me again. And | knew that | was going to have to find them again as well 


| had to go back. 


Chapter Ten 


Author's Notes: 

Thank you to everyone who read and reviewed the last chapter! Only one more chapter after this one! This is 
another chapter I've been looking forward to writing for a while, since there's a lot of action and intensity 
through the whole thing. The ending scene is probably my favorite. As always, | don't own anything except the 
plot/story, and thank you for reading and reviewing. Hope you enjoy :) 


The only thing running through my mind besides determination, on top of the apprehension and horror, was one 


sentence: what the fuck am | doing? 


The initial adrenaline was starting to wear off, and | found myself wondering what | was even doing. Why the 


hell was | going back to the facility I'd escaped? 


Because | had to. Lars Hanssen was gone because of me. | should have known that something like this would 
happen. | should have known Dr. Johansen was capable of anything, even if he was dead. Of course his people 
would be able to find me after | escaped. Lars Hanssen's cabin wasn't that far from the facility - hell, Lars 


Hanssen could have been an administrator. 


The thought had crossed my mind, but as soon as I'd heard his voice when he'd told me that | was the reason 
he'd started playing guitar, | knew that he wasn't associated with the facility. If he was, he would have done 
something to take me back there already. Right? Dr. Johansen's people were capable of anything, and they 
would make that clear as quickly as they could. 


| wasn't sure why they would, but | knew that the administrators had something to do with Lars Hanssen's 
disappearence. They knew that if they took him, then I'd come looking for him, that I'd come back to the 
facility. All they wanted was to get me back. | couldn't figure out why - Dr. Johansen was dead, and his 
experiments had died in his office with him. But the facility wanted me back for some reason, and they would 
get what they asked for. 


It was my fault Lars Hanssen was gone, so | had to be the one to walk back into the fire. 

Before | even pulled up to the facility's huge metal gates, | could see the chaos in the courtyard. There were 
at least a dozen patients running wild through the yard, all screaming and shouting at either each other or 
nothing in particular. As | stepped out of the car, looking bewildered up at the facility, | could see several 
shattered windows over the expanse of the building. 


What the hell happened here? 


"Kirk!" | heard a familiar voice call out to me across the courtyard over the sound of the chaos, and | turned 


to see Tom running towards me. His white patient uniform was ripped and splattered with blood - | couldn't tell 
whose. The bandages on his arms were torn and falling off, allowing me to see the ragged slashes carved up 
and down his arms. His eyes were blazing with the same intensity I'd seen when I'd first met him. "What the 
fuck are you doing back here?!" 


"Where's Lars?!" was all that | could yell back. Tom just stared at me, bewildered. 
"How did you get back?!" he shouted, ignoring my question. "And why?! What the fuck, man?!" 
"I had tol" | told him, and he stared at me incredulously. 


As quickly as | could, | told him about Lars Hanssen and what happened to him because of me. | told him that | 
had known that the facility wanted me back, that the administrators wanted to continue Dr. Johansen's 


experiments. As soon as | brought up Dr. Johansen, however, Tom's face changed. 


"You know he's dead?" he questioned, and | swallowed roughly. Of course the news would have spread. | 
wondered who had discovered Dr. Johansen dead in his office, how long he was there before one of his people 
found him. "Someone killed him in his own fucking office. | mean, | always thought the guy was creepy, and I'd 
always heard that he’ killed people, but.holy shit. Never thought someone would actually go for it, y'know?" 


"What..what happened to him?" | asked, trying to keep the tremor out of my voice. 


"He got stabbed in the fucking throat." he explained, and | hoped that Tom couldn't see the way my face paled. 


Everyone knew. "No one knows what happened. Whoever did it ran away as soon as it was done, | guess." 


Fuck, he was gonna figure it out. He would find out that | did it. He would know what I did "They said that a bunch 
of documents were on his desk." he continued. No, no, stop talking If he kept going, he'd eventually put the 
pieces together, | was sure of it. "As if some patient broke into his office to find some stuff or something, and 
he'd already been there or walked in on them. And the patient had to kill him because he saw too much. The 


i rony." 


Tom's eyes suddenly widened, his face blanching as he stared at me, his jaw dropping. Oh fuck. He figured it out 
He knows. He knows. HE KNOWS HE KNOWS HE KNOWS SOMEONE ELSE KNOWS WHAT YOU DID-- 


Kirk..2" he began, his voice hesitant. 


"I never wanted to." The confession suddenly burst out of my chest, and | felt like the ground was about to 
swallow me alive. "You told me to..to investigate Erik's death, but Erik's not actually dead..and then | found out 
everything that Dr. Johansen had done to me over the years. He's been watching me for fucking years" The 


initial horror I'd felt when I'd found out threatened to drown me again, and | tried to shove it away. 


"He found me in the office, and he told me everything that he did, and." | rubbed my hand over my face. "He 
said that he had a plan for--if | discovered the truth, and--but he didn't get to..go through with it." 


"The truth about what?" he asked "What was ‘everything that he did‘? Did he tell you about the guy he killed 


or something?" 


How was | going to explain everything about Metallica? Tom had been brainwashed by Dr. Johansen's people to 
believe that they weren't real as well - | couldn't just tell him that. As much as | wanted to tell him the full 
truth about what Dr. Johansen had done, | knew that | couldn't. 


"| don't know if he killed anyone," | began. At this point, | doubt I'd be surprised if | heard that Dr. Johansen did 
kill someone. | don't think anything | could find out about him would faze me anymore. "but.he'd been watching 
me for years. He wanted." How was | going to just tell him this story without mentioning Metallica? "He wanted 


to make me think | was insane." 
"Why you?" Tom asked. Fuck 


"| guess..| reminded him of his son or something." | didn't like how easily | created the lie. | mean, it wasn't 


completely a lie, but it was a pretty far stretch from the truth. Tom's eyes widened. 
"Dr. Johansen has a son?" he questioned incredulously, in almost the same way | had when I'd first heard. 


"I know he did at one point." | grimaced at the way | worded it, but there was no other way to put it. Tom's 
expression shifted to horror as | explained what Dr. Johansen had told me when he'd caught me in his office, 


making sure to leave out everything about Metallica, knowing itd be too difficult to explain at this point. 


"He said he had a plan for what he would do if this happened, and | just." My words trailed off, and Tom 


nodded, knowing what | meant. 


‘| mean, don't worry about what / think, ‘cause honestly, | think the bastard had it coming." he put in, and | 
grimaced at his dismissive tone. How the fuck could he speak so casually about me confessing to killing Dr. 
Johansen? "But.Jesus Christ, Kirk. | never expected you.! mean, fuck | thought you were just gonna find the 
evidence, but.| guess it ain't ever that easy.’ 


He sighed, his eyes drifting to the ground, before he looked up and around the courtyard, at the patients 


running with reckless abandon. 


"What happened here?" | asked, gesturing to the facility and around the courtyard. Tom just shrugged 


dismissively. 


"This place went to shit after you escaped" he explained. | didn't even need to ask him to elaborate - | could 
see exactly what he meant. If the patients running through the courtyard weren't evidence enough, the 
screaming from the inside of the facility made it clear. "It's like.everyone thought that because you escaped, 


they all could too. Or something like that" 


"| have to do something about this." | muttered, more to myself than Tom. | wasn't completely sure what | 
meant, but | knew | had to do something - it was because of me that this place was falling apart, the least | 
could do was at least get the remaining patients out of the facility before they all killed each other. Or worse. 


"What are you gonna do?" he asked, as if he were reading my mind. 


lm gonna find Lars Hanssen," | began, turning to the facility doors. At some point, they'd been thrown open, 
probably by one of the escaped patients, and | could already see the chaos inside. Several desks were 
overturned, and | could see multiple chairs that had been thrown across the room. Honestly, | wasn't sure why 


| was walking directly into that, but | knew that | had to. 


"You sure he's even here?" Tom asked, and | stopped. | mean, there hadn't been any evidence to suggest that 


the facility had any involvement in his disappearence, but where else could he have gone? 
"No," | put in, turning back to the door. "but.that's not the only reason I'm here." 


| didn't know if Tom understood. Hell, | wasn't even sure if | knew what | was doing anymore. But | knew that 


there was a reason I'd come back here. 
With one last glance up at the building, | turned back to the doors and ran directly into the fire. 


As it turns out, literally. The first thing | noticed when | got inside, besides the patients running through the 

halls, were the flames steadily lapping at the walls from where they spread over the piles of wood scattered 
through the lobby. | looked up, only to see several administrators attempting to round up the patients to no 

avail. Their expressions were so lost, like they couldn't believe that the facility had come to this just because 
one patient had escaped. 


ld done this. This was all because of me. 
This was all my fault. 


| managed to round up a few patients and usher them outside, where | was sure Tom could help deal with 
them. As soon as they were outside, | sprinted up the stairs to the second floor, frantically looking for more 
patients as well as Lars Hanssen. 


The second floor was in a lot worse shape than the first - | couldn't even make it down all the hallways 
through all the smoke and flames. As expected, there weren't many patients that | had to lead to the stairwell 
before | dashed up to the third floor. The third floor wasn't as bad as the second had been, the patients there 
generally cooperative, but a few of them just ran away from me as soon as they realized that | wasn't one of 
them or something. 


The first few times it happened, | didn't go after the patients that ran, since | knew that they wouldn't come 
with me even if | caught up to them. I'm not sure what it was that made me finally snap and chase after the 


fourth guy, but | refused to let him out of my sight as | ran after him down the hall. Maybe if | could chase 


him to the stairwell and down the stairs... 


"Kirk" someone called from behind me, and | stopped in my tracks, feeling my blood run cold before | 
remembered that there was nothing that could happen to me. The patient | had been following continued to run 
without looking back, and | let him go. 


| knew that voice. Sighing, | turned to see none other than Erik standing there beside me, his expression 
unreadable. He was wearing the administrator uniform this time, a small nametag reading "Dr. Sørensen" 


emblazoned on his chest. 
"Don't." | muttered, knowing he wanted to say something. There was nothing he could say. 


"I know that you know." he put in, and | felt my chest tighten again. | hadn't even known this guy for that long, 
but it still felt like a kick in the stomach to know that he had only become my friend because he was told to 
by Dr. Johansen. How many other people in my life were lke that? What if my bandmates had been like that all 


along-- 


"I just." | could not for the life of me figure out what | could say. Was there even a point to me asking why 
he'd done it? I'd probably never really understand, just like | didn't even really understand why Dr. Johansen had 
spent so many years stalking me before he'd swept in for the kill. 


"What happened to Lars Hanssen?" | finally blurted, almost afraid of the resporse. Erik just sighed. 

"He's not here." he admitted. | gawked at him. /d come back to this place for no reason? Or.. 

"What..did you do to him?" | grimaced at the way the words came out, still dreading what Erik could say. 
"Nothing." he explained, and | narrowed my eyes. "The administrators only took him because they knew that you 
would come back to the facility if you thought he was here. They didn't even bring him here. They just wanted 
you back - to continue Dr. Johansen's experiments. But.” 

His words trailed off as his eyes drifted to the window, and | knew that he could see the chaos outside, the 
patients running unrestrained through the courtyard. Even though the administrators had gotten me back, it 
was no use - the facility was gone. The facility was no longer under their control. 


Had | really caused all of this? How could | have set off such a chain reaction like this? 


| stared at Erik. The guy didn't look much older than me - what could have happened to get him involved in 
this? | wondered what he was like before Dr. Johansen had pulled him into the fucked up little world he'd 
created. Maybe he'd been friends with Vidar. And what the hell had happened to Vidar? Dr. Johansen had never 


confirmed if Vidar was dead, or still alive somewhere with the shredded remains of his mind. 


He didn't get a chance to finish whatever he was going to say. Before either of us could react, a patient came 
tearing down the hall, his eyes wide and crazed. The guy stared at me for a moment, seemingly recognizing me, 


before he whirled around to stare at Erik. 


| realized too late what the look in the guy's eyes meant as soon as he noticed Erik's administrator uniform. 
There was no time for me to react as the guy's arm shot out to shove Erik back before he took off again. It 
was only when | heard the sound of shattering glass did | snap out of my stunned daze, my arm darting out to 


grab Erik's outstretched one as he fell back.. 
But | wasn't fast enough. 


| could only watch helplessly as Erik's eyes locked with mine as he fell backwards through the window, no fear 
in his eyes. There was only acceptance there - as if he felt like he had this coming, like he deserved it. 


And as | watched him fall back, his expression never changing as he was swallowed by the trees that I'd ended 


up in when I'd escaped, | couldn't figure out if he deserved it or not. 


| stayed there frozen for what felt like hours, numbly staring at the shattered remains of the window and the 
trees that Erik had fallen into. | had no way of knowing if he'd lived, but | could only assume the worst after 
seeing the look in his eyes. It had almost reminded me of the way Dr. Johansen had looked at me as he slowly 
crumpled to the floor, blood dripping steadily from his throat. 


Only this time, the look in Erik's eyes had been more final, almost as if he'd been expecting this to happen 


| couldn't stay here. As much as it pained me to just walk away after witnessing Erik fall to his death, - how 
could I? How was | supposed to just leave after that? - | knew that | had to get out of here. Just like you ran 
away after you KILLED DR. JOHANSEN-- 


| forced myself to turn away from the window, taking a deep, shuddering breath before | started down the 
hallway. Now that | knew that Lars Hanssen wasn't here, there was no reason for me to stay any longer. Most 
of the patients I'd seen running through the halls had made their way outside, and | could see Tom and a few 
other people trying to get them to calm down and stand still. | could see several police cars outside the gates, 


and a few officers trying to round up the patients as well. Shit, the police were involved now? 


| dashed up the stairs to the fourth floor, panting as | sprinted down a hallway and rounded a corner. There 
were only a few patients up here, looking lost as they wandered through the halls. Unlike the others, they 
weren't chaotic and hysterical - they actually seemed pretty calm. All it took to get them into the stairwell 
was a simple wave of my hand, and they easily made their way over and down the stairs as | stared straight 


ahead at what | knew was down the hallway. 
Dr. Johansen's office. 


ltd be so easy for me to just turn around and follow the patients down the stairs. It was probably what | 


should have done. But somehow, | knew that, if | didn't go back to the office, I'd never stop thinking about how | 


could have. 


It could have just been my imagination, but | could have sworn that, as soon as | stepped into the office, | felt 
a deathly cold sweep over the room. Taking a deep breath, | slowly made my way over to his desk, glancing 
around the room. As much as | didn't want to, | couldn't stop my eyes from drifting down to where I'd left him 
lying when I'd fled the office. Of course, there was no evidence of what I'd done - in fact, it looked like there 


was no evidence of anyone ever using this office. 


My files were easier to find than I'd thought. Even though they'd been put back away, they hadn't been hidden 
again - whoever had cleaned this place up had only put them in the top drawer of his desk. | slowly slid the 
folder out of the drawer and stared down at it, the last time I'd been here playing in my mind as | stumbled 
out of the office and back into the hallway. The way Dr. Johansen had slowly stepped into the light, the way his 
voice had never changed as he told me everything, the way his eyes changed as |-- 


My fingers gripped the folder as | slowly made my way down the stairs, staring straight ahead as | made my 
way to the second floor, where I'd seen most of the fire earlier. The second | opened the door, | was greeted 
by a wave of heat, and | stopped, staring into the flames. It had gotten so intense that | couldn't even step into 
the hall - | could only stand there in amazement, wondering how it had gotten to this point as | slowly looked 
down at the folder gripped in my hanas. 


For a moment, | hesitated, unsure if | was actually doing the right thing. | could just walk out and forget these 
documents ever existed, but then there was a chance of someone discovering them and possibly continuing the 
experiments. It sounded ridiculous, but, knowing the facility, nothing was impossible. 

The words in the documents were burned into my mind forever. I'd probably see them in my dreams. | 
memorized every letter of the words on the title page, the one sentence that had told me everything when ld 
first seen it. 

Can a man be convinced that his entire life has been a lle? 


No. No, he cant 


With one last glance at the cover page, at Dr. Johansen's hypothesis, | closed the folder and flung it onto the 


fire. 

| watched it burn, the flames swallowing the pages and turning all the years of Dr. Johansen's research to 
ashes in a matter of minutes. Everything he'd ever written about me, everything his people had told him over 
the years he'd been watching me, everything he knew about me was in these documents. 


Everything he'd put into these documents, all the years of research in this folder of papers..gone in an instant. 


| slowly staggered away from the flames, not looking back as | faced the hallway in front of me. Staring at the 


floor, | tried to gather my racing thoughts, only snapping out of the stunned trance I'd fallen into when | heard 
a steel beam crash through the floor. | had to get out of here. 


| didn't see any more patients as | ran down the stairs, keeping my head down to avoid the smoke and the 
pieces of the ceiling raining down. | couldn't even get to the fifth floor - there was another steel beam blocking 
the door that looked like itd been there for a while, so there were likely no patients on that floor. The facility 
was falling apart, literally. 


| couldn't help but wonder what had come of the other facility that Dr. Johansen told me about, the one he 
told me he was in charge of. Did the administrators over there know that Dr. Johansen was dead, that he'd 
been murdered in his office? Were the patients there running wild through the hallways and courtyard now 


that nobody could stop them? 


It would have been too easy for me to just walk out of the facility after everything that happened. | could 
have never just left the same way | came in. Somehow, | didn’t realize that until I'd stepped out of the 
stairwell and onto the first floor, and someone at the other end of the hallway made me stop dead in my 


tracks. | felt my stomach drop to the floor as all the breath left my body. 


Standing there, in exactly the same way as he had before he'd tossed one of my guitars to me during a show, 
in the same way as he did whenever he led me and the guys backstage to our dressing rooms, in exactly the 


way that he did that showed us that he was always there, that he always had our backs..was Jim. 


| could only assume that my expression mirrored the one on his face as he noticed me standing there as well, 
his eyes wide and filled with a multitude of different emotions as his jaw dropped. | slowly walked down the 
hallway to stand in front of him, opening my mouth to say something, but no sound came out. | just stared at 
him, desperately grasping for words that refused to come. 


There had been a part of me that still couldn't believe that Jim was ever associated with Dr. Johansen. | guess 
it hadn't fully sunken in, since there hadn't been any evidence when Dr. Johansen had given me the full story 
of how he'd gotten me here. | could have just passed off that part of the story as another one of Dr. 
Johansen's lies, even though I'd known he was finally telling the truth when he'd given me everything. 


Apparently, Jim couldn't find what to say either as he gaped at me, his expression lost. | desperately searched 
for anything | could say, something to ask him that Dr. Johansen hadn't answered. If Dr. Johansen couldn't tell 
me anything else, Jim could. But | just couldn't find my voice as | continued to gawk at him. Jm, how did this 
happen, you were always there for me and the guys, why did you do if, Jm, why did you do it-- 


"How did you do it?" | managed to choke out after what seemed like hours, my voice quiet in the grating 


silence of the room. The one thing I'd thought would never be answered. 


"Bjørn brought y' here by boat" he began, his voice just as calm and laid-back as it always was, and | 
grimaced. There was just something about Jim calling Dr. Johansen by his first name that made my skin crawl. 
It just further solidified the fact that, in the end, all Jim was was just another of Dr. Johansen's people. "I don't 


know if--" 


"He told me how you got me alone." | put in, trying to ignore the tightening in my chest. How was Jm capable 
of all this? This was Jim, | knew him so well My mind still hadn't completely caught up to the fact that this was 
real, that this had actually happened, that everything that | thought was impossible had already played out. 
"But he d-didn't," | mentally kicked myself. "tell me how he got me all the way to fucking Norway." 


He just shrugged, and | couldn't believe how indifferent he was being about this. He was always a casual, calm 


guy, but here he was standing here facing the guy he'd betrayed in the burning remains of Dr. Johansen's 


faci lity. 


"If it makes it any better, | was only involved in getting information and getting ya here." he put in. How the 
hell could be be so easygoing about this? He sounded like he was just having a regular conversation with me 


before a show or something. "I know it probably doesn't, but | was never a doctor here." 


No, that doesn't make it any fucking better. "| just." | mentally kicked myself when | heard my voice waver again. 
"You were my fech All those times you..y'know, picked us up from bars, tossed me my guitars on stage, 
fuck." | rubbed my hand over my face, trying to ignore the ache in my chest. "You were just..there, man. And 


it was all an act." 


"Not all of it" Oh, of course. "Just ‘cause | worked for Bjørn doesn't mean | was never your friend" How the 


fuck..? 


"No," | began, my voice cracking a bit, and | swallowed roughly. Christ, Jm, why'd you do it? You could have just 
been my guitar tech, how did all of this happen? What could have happened if Dr. Johansen had never gotten 
involved in Jim's life? Could he have just been my guitar tech like l'd always thought he was? "it was always an 
act. You were never--"| didn't want to say it, even though it was the truth. The cold, brutal truth. "you were 


never my friend." 


"Kirk." he began, and | held up a shaking hand, not wanting to hear any more of his explanations. "No, listen.it 
didn't.start out like that.." 


"What the fuck do you mean by that?!" | snapped, everything I'd been holding back since the office suddenly 
tearing its way out. "You were only my guitar tech because Dr. Johansen put you there! All you were was 
just.a spy." One of the conversations we'd had not long after Cliff died played in my head, and | felt like 
something stabbed me in the chest. Everything he had ever said fo me was because he was told to by someone 


else. 
How many of the things that Jim had said to me had been his own words? Was everything he said something 
Dr. Johansen told him to say, or did he actually somehow fool himself into thinking he was my friend, just like 


how Dr. Johansen had convinced himself to believe his own fucked up hypothesis? 


"It wasn't always like that." he explained. "Not everything | did was ‘cause Bjørn told me to." Stop calling him that, 


tuck. "There were a lot of things that | said that he never told me to say. It's really up to you if you believe 


me or not. I--" 


Several things happened at once. Jim suddenly stopped, his eyes darting to the ceiling in surprise before he 
froze. | immediately looked up as well, my stomach dropping at the sight of the burning ceiling, several of the 
tiles having disintegrated and leaving the metal support beams exposed. One of the beams juddered violently, 
and | only had a split second to lunge forward and shove Jim out of the way as the beam crashed to the floor. 


| froze before | whirled around to the steel beam I'd narrowly avoided, only to be greeted by a massive, gaping 
hole in the floor. | turned back to Jim, my heart pounding, and he stared at me, his eyes wide. 


"Kirk." he began breathlessly. | held up my hand before | turned to the long hallway next to me, away from 
Jim for the last time. Before | took off running, | spoke to him one more time, giving him my final words. My 


final goodbye to the past. 
"Don't come back" 


| felt the heat of the flames on my back as | slowly stumbled out of the facility, numbly staring straight 
ahead as the roaring of the fire and the shouts of the patients faded together into a dull buzz inside my head. 
| breathed out slowly as | heard Tom yell something from across the courtyard, but it was lost to the fog in 
my mind as | dragged myself away from the facility, refusing to look back like | had done before. 


Everything came to a stop as soon as | saw them standing at the other side of the courtyard. | could see 
their expressions change as soon as they saw me as well. The way that Jason's jaw dropped, and he said 
something that | couldn't make out, but his words were lost to the others. Lars's eyes widened before he 


laughed painfully, beckoning me over with a weak wave of his hand. 


| couldn't even read the expression on James’ face. His expression was completely blank, all the emotion in his 
eyes. There was so much storming in his blue eyes - shock, pain, despair..and | could tell how hard he was 


trying not to show it in front of the others. 
He looked agonized 


The memory of what Dr. Johansen had said to me on the first day I'd woken up here suddenly played itself in 
my mind. "There is no Metallica" He'd said it so convincingly and with so much boldness, as if he'd actually 
believed it himself. Like he'd repeated the words to himself over and over so much that he'd come to actually 


think that they were true. 

"Kirk, they dont exist." he'd told me once. Yeah, if they dont exist, then how are they standing here right now? 
Who's the one who's insane now, doctor? | almost laughed, but | couldn't find it in myself to feel anything besides 
the throbbing numbness in my chest. 


| was dimly aware of my hands reaching out, reaching for James, as | stumbled forward. | remembered when 


I'd seen his face in the sensory deprivation chamber, passed it off as just a hallucination. | hadn't told Dr. 
Johansen about it. | remembered when Dr. Johansen had asked me to describe James, and how he'd told me 


that James was a representation of the confrontational, stubborn side of my personality. 


"We can do an analysis of the band members in a later test. But what we do know right now is that they all 
represent different parts of you, good and bad" 


Numbly, | staggered forward, stumbling as | continued to reach for James. | felt myself fall forward, my vision 


blurring, before | felt James grab me and pull me to his chest. 


"Kirk," he muttered, his voice thick. My hands gripped the back of his shirt as | tightened my hold on him, as if 
| were afraid that he would just disappear and I'd wake up back in my room in the facility, with Dr. Johansen 


standing over me and telling me that we could continue our festing "| got you, man" 


Even as James continued to speak, and the voice in my head kept telling me that my bandmates were here, 
and that this whole thing was over, the other part of me wondered if I'd ever believe it. 


Chapter Eleven 


Author's Notes: 

And here we are-the last chapter! Thank you so much to everyone who has read and reviewed over the 
course of the story! I've really enjoyed writing this, and I'm glad other people enjoyed reading it as well 
Everyone's reads and reviews helped me stay motivated to continue writing, so thank youl So this chapter is 
basically just a wrap-up of everything, and | originally planned to call it an epilogue, but it got kinda longer than 
| thought it would, heh. | like it-the dialogue was fun to write. Again, l'm so glad everyone enjoyed reading this 
story as much as | enjoyed writing it, and | hope everyone enjoys my future stories as welll I've got a couple 
ideas for future works, so stay tuned. As always, thank you for reading and reviewing, and | don't own anything 


except the plot and story. Hope you enjoy :) 


In my dreams, I'm still in the facility. 


Most of the times, it's pretty vague. All I'll see is just myself in my room, or in one of the hallways, or in the 
cafeteria. Sometimes I'd see Erik, sometimes I'd see Tom. Mostly, | just saw Dr. Johansen. | was in his office a 


lot of the times as well. 


| didn't always see myself killing him. Sometimes I'd just be back in one of his tests, or in his office and 

listening to him tell me what part of my personality one of my bandmates represented. Sometimes I'd see what 
could have happened if | hadn't gotten to his office that night. Sometimes I'd see what could have happened if 
his people had caught me before | could escape. 


| didn't sleep much these days, though. It had been a couple months since I'd gotten back from the facility, 
since I'd returned home with my bandmates, but sometimes | still felt like I'd been running from the facility 


only hours ago. 


Usually Id just do what | always did - come out into the living room and play guitar until | felt like going back 
to my room. No one ever came out and saw me, and even if they did, l'm sure they wouldn't say anything to 


me. 


As expected, everyone had been acting different since I'd gotten back from the facility, but sometimes it really 


seemed like they were avoiding even talking to me. As if they were walking on eggshells around me. 


| picked up my guitar, and | was about to move to the couch, but! stopped when | saw James sitting at the 
far right end instead, staring down at his own guitar. | don't think he even noticed me standing there. His arms 
were folded on top of his guitar, his hair falling over his face as he looked up and stared straight ahead, 
breathing quietly in the silence of the room. 


| was surprised - | wouldn't have expected James to be out here at this time of night. Part of me wanted to 


just go back to my room and take my guitar there, and the other part, the one that was winning, wanted to 


sit next to him and tell him everything that happened when | was at the facility. 


Something in me needed to tell someone about it, for some reason. And if | was going to tell anyone, it would 


be James. 


He didn't look up when | sat next to him. | don't know if he even noticed that | was there. Only when | started 
playing one of the riffs from the new album did he finally glance over for a brief second, before he turned 


away to stare at the wall again. 


"Why'd he do it?" he asked suddenly, his voice monotone, and | looked up. Since I'd returned, we had never really 
talked about the facility - | wanted to avoid it as much as | could, and | could only assume that my bandmates 
wanted the same thing. The only time we'd ever talked about it was when I'd called James the day I'd escaped, 
and told him as much of the story as | could. There had been so many things I'd left out, though. 


Maybe it was time we actually faced it. It happened, and there was no denying that it happened. We could avoid 


talking about it all we wanted, but sooner or later, we'd all realize how much it had had an effect on us. 


| set my guitar next to me and he put his against the side of the couch. "He said he'd had this hypothesis for 
years." | began, trying to ignore the chill that ran down my spine as | suddenly found myself back in Dr. 
Johansen's office, standing in front of him as he gave me the truth with no emotion in his voice. As if he'd 


expected me to eventually discover his files. Sometimes | wondered if he'd planned that. 


| could see the words clearly in my head as | recited them. "Can a man be convinced that his entire life has been 


a le” They were burned into my brain forever. "He'd already tried it on his son" 
"What the fuck." | heard James mutter from beside me. 


"| don't actually know what happened to his son" That was one of the many things I'd thought about after 
getting back from the facility. What really happened to Vidar Johansen? It had never been confirmed nor denied 
that he was even still alive. "But apparently.the experiments actually worked." 


"What did he do?" James asked, his voice flat. | swallowed roughly. I'd never told him the specifics of what 
happened in the facility, but, again, we had to face it one of these days. 


"He wanted to make me think that Metallica wasn't real" | told him, letting out a shaky breath. I'd told him that 
before, but I'd never truly elaborated on how Dr. Johansen had done it. "And.he actually did. For a while." 


"How?" James questioned. | still couldn't read the emotions in his voice. 
‘Just.everything." | began, rubbing my hands over my face as | sat up straighter. | wasn't sure where to 


start, honestly. "He had all this evidence. Well, evidence he made up, but.just, everything he said was always so 


convincing." 


This was it. This was the truth, the story I'd kept from everyone for the past two months. | could feel the 
words raging in my chest and behind my eyes, screaming to get out. Somehow, | knew that if | told James 
what had really happened in the facility, everything would change. 


Maybe it needed to, though. 


"His whole story was that I'd made up Metallica because | lost my mind when | was with Exodus." | explained. "| 
guess..the fame went to my head or something, and | just.lost it. There was a lot of talk about me having a 
breakdown on stage too. And everyone there recognized me from that." | suddenly remembered the first day | 
had met Erik, and the first thing he'd said to me when he sat beside me. "I wasn't Kirk from Metallica, | was 
Kirk from Exodus." 


He was silent, so | continued. "He would always say that you guys--or just ‘my Metallica bandmates’ were 
created by my mind as..representations of my personality. So one day | tried to call you guys, but | kept 
getting other people." It was getting harder to talk now, but | refused to stop. Something in me just needed 
James to know all of this. "And then | called Paul..y'know, Paul Baloff, my old lead singer, and.he pretty much 


said everything that Dr. Johansen had told me. | was crazy, | made up a band." 
"Wait, Paul was in on this shit?" James asked, and | shook my head. 


It wasn't Paul" | put in. "| mean." This was where everything really started to get convoluted. "It was some 
guy who sounded just like Paul, and he knew all these things about me because he was involved with Dr. 


Johansen. ‘Cause..Dr. Johansen had been following me for years, with all these people in my different crews..." 


| finally turned to look at him. He was still staring at the wall, his eyes storming with a multitude of different 
emotions. "Bastard." he muttered, and | shifted so | was sitting closer to him. He set his guitar to the side and 


shook his head. "That's why so much of the crew left?" | nodded. 


There were only a few original members of our road crew left, showing just how far Dr. Johansen had gone 
for his experiment. Sometimes | really couldn't believe just how many of his people he'd managed to sneak into 


my life over the years, and how long he'd kept it going without anyone ever finding out. 


"This guy that | thought was Poul.he knew pretty much everything about me." | continued, feeling nausea begin 
to rise in the pit of my stomach. "There was..this inside joke that | had with the Exodus guys. And--" | let out 
a shaky breath. It really didn't sound like much, but when | really thought about it, this was what had made 

me realize just how involved in my life Dr. Johansen had been. "w-we were the only ones who knew, but..this-- 


this guy pretending to be Paul knew it." 


"Kirk" James began. | felt his hand land on my shoulder, and, even though | wasn't looking at him, that seemed 
to bring me back to reality. He was still here. He was real 


Christ, was | always going to have to remind myself that my bandmates were real and not just products of what 


my subconsciousness wanted me to be? 


"There were so many people in the crew that were just Dr. Johanser's people." | told him, my voice thick. "He 
just.he's been in my life for so fucking long and | never even knew it" | leaned forward and put my head in my 
hands, letting out a shaky breath. | felt James' hand on my shoulder again, but | didn't move. | heard him 
mutter something under his breath before he spoke up. 


"And you don't even know what happened to the bastard?" he asked, and | swallowed roughly. | still hadn't told 
anyone, even James, the truth about what I'd done to Dr. Johansen. As far as the guys knew, Dr. Johansen had 
never caught me in his office, and he was either still alive somewhere out there, or he'd died in the fire that 


had taken the facility down, 

No one knew that I'd killed him. 

I'd never planned on bringing that up again. It was a secret | wanted to bury as far down as | could. 
But.. 


If | was going to tell anyone the full truth, it would be James. I'd already told him this much. | wouldn't have 
done this with any of my other bandmates. 


"l, uh--w-well, actually, l.l--l di-didr't, uh, 1." | stammered, my mind going completely blank as | struggled for 


what to say. James just stared at me, his expression unreadable. 


"l" | began, taking a deep, shuddering breath. | had to just say it outright. The words were right there in my 
mind, and, as much as they horrified me, they were true. / killed him. | had to say it. | had to just say the 
words. Fell him. Tell him you kiled him. Tell James you KILLED Dr. Johansen. "|--| d-di." | couldn't say it. | couldn't 
form the three words that | had to. 


TELL HM TELL HM TELL HM-- 

| stared straight ahead, my mind momentarily going blank again as the scene replayed itself once again, and | 
was back in that office, standing in front of Dr. Johansen with the jagged blade of glass in my hand. Driving it 
into his throat, watching him crumple to the floor, his expression never changing and his eyes never leaving 


mine. 


"Kirk?" James’ voice pulled me out of the office, and | suddenly sat up straight, still staring directly ahead and 


not looking at him. 
"He's dead" 


| wasn't sure if | should be scared by how easily the words came out. 


The silence that filled the room was grating. | stayed frozen in place, refusing to even glance over at James. | 
didn't want to see the expression on his face. Even if | hadn't outright said the words "/ killed him", | knew that 


he knew. 


It seemed like hours before | finally forced myself to turn around and look at him. Once again, | couldn't quite 
read the expression on his face. There was so much storming in his eyes as he stared straight ahead, not 


looking at me. 


"How?" he asked, his voice quiet, though it cut through the silence like the jagged blade I'd stabbed Dr. 


Johansen with. | swallowed roughly. He knew. 


"l." | didn't know if | could tell him exactly how | did it. Even if | wanted to, | didn't know if I'd be able to get the 
words to even form. "In his office, when | found everything. He said that--that he had a plan for what he 
would do if | found out." Almost as if he'd planned it. Like he'd expected me to one day find everything in his 
office and kill him as a way to keep him from keeping me at the facility any longer. "And | just.l had to.." My 


words trailed off and James was silent for a moment again. 
"Did he have it coming?" he asked, turning to me, and | winced. I'd thought about that a lot, and | could never 
figure out a definite answer. It had been Dr. Johansen, of course, and there had been everything he'd done to 


me over the years, but still. | couldn't figure out if he deserved to die because of that. 


"l, uh, | don't know." | muttered. James narrowed his eyes. 


Kirk.think about the shit he did" he put in. / had | just didn't like to think about anyone deserving to be killed, 
even after everything that happened. | told him that in the best way that he could and he was silent again, 
sitting back against the couch. 


‘| would've done the same thing." he stated, his voice emotionless again, and | nodded. I'd had a feeling he would 


say something like that. 
"I only did it because | had to." | pointed out. 


‘| get it” he murmured. "I know that..you would've done somethin’ else if you could, but.is it bad if | say l'm 


glad you did it?" 

| just shrugged and stood up, and | heard James follow suit from behind me. | wasn't sure what to think of 
what he'd said. One part of me still didn't believe that anyone, even Dr. Johansen, deserved to die, but the 
other part agreed with James. That it was good Dr. Johansen was dead. 


Because at least then, no one else would have to be involved in his experiments 


| went to say something else before James’ voice came first. "Look, Kirk." he began. | turned around to look at 


him, surprised at the expression on his face. It wasn't much different from the one that had been on his face 


when he'd first shown up at the facility. "l." 
Oh | knew what he was going to say. At least | thought | did. | really wasn't sure of much these days, honestly. 


"IFs just." He sighed heavily, rubbing his hand over his face. "Y'know that..when you disappeared, it wasn't--it 
was still about--it's been.” His eyes snapped up to stare at me, storming with his conflicted thoughts. "It 


hasn't even been two years, y'know?" 


It felt like something stabbed me in the chest. Not just because of what he was talking about, but the 
expression on his face. He looked so lost, like he did on the days after that night not even two years ago. | put 
my hand on his arm and he sighed. 


| thought about that a lot" | told him. It was one of the things that had kept playing in my head when | was 


staying in Lars Hansen's cabin 


Lars Hanssen. I'd only seen him once after | thought the facility had taken him. He hadn't even known that he'd 
been momentarily involved in the facility's plot and Dr. Johansen's experiments. I'd never told him where I'd 
been over the past few months, and | wanted to keep it that way. I'd stopped by his cabin to thank him for 
everything again, and the only thing he'd asked me to do was sign his guitar. | was glad to. 


"There was just.nothing.” he continued. | stayed quiet. I'd never heard his side of the story, actually. "It's like 
you just dropped off the fuckin’ face of the Earth." 


"What happened?" | asked. 


"You went off with Jim one day and just disappeared" he muttered, his face twisting into a scowl. "That's..really 
all there is to it. You guys were gonna go to the guitar store, | think. And then you just.never came back. No 


fuckin’ witnesses, either. Everyone who was involved disappeared too." 


Fuck So that's what Lars Hanssen had been talking about when he'd talked about there not being many details 


about my disappearance. 


"I just." He sighed, rubbing a hand over his face. "I keep thinking about it, y'know? How all this shit happened 
right in front of us. For fuckin’ years And how it was just.so easy for it to happen, y'know? All those guys we 


thought were our friends were just fuckin’ spies." 


| didn't say anything. | didn't know what | could possibly say. There wasn't any possible way | could make this 
better was what | knew. All | wanted to do was put it behind me, have the guys put it behind them, but we all 


knew that was never going to happen. 


"They're gone now." | put in. It was true - we basically had a whole new crew. The crew members who hadn't 
been spies didn't know the reason we'd replaced almost everyone. | just didn't feel like bringing them into this. "I 
know that. can't just make this shit go away, but." | gave a bitter smirk at how impossible my words were. 


"Right now, | just.want to forget about this whole thing." James narrowed his eyes and | let out a heavy sigh, 


rubbing my hand over my face. "| mean, | just.” 

"We can't just go back, man" he put in, and | nodded solemnly. He was saying what | was thinking. 

"| know, but." | wasn't even sure what | wanted at this point. | didn't want this to haunt me and the rest of 
the guys to the ends of the Earth, even though | knew it likely would. "H's over for now" No, it wasn't. "We 
gotta stop letting it rule over everything." Like that was going to happen 

"Its..done and over with." 

It never would be. 

He just stared at me for a moment before he let out a heavy sigh, and his eyes drifted to the floor before 
he turned back to me. He put his hands on my shoulders for a brief second before they slid away, and | didn't 
know why there was a sudden feeling of emptiness and solitude that swept over me as soon as he took a step 
back. "Alright" he muttered. “Alright. Done and over with." 

"Yeah." | stated, not believing a word | was saying. "Just.done and over with." 

But it was never over, and we both knew that. Even if | never ended up at the facility again, I'd still see it in 
my dreams, still find a way to be reminded of those days by any little thing that could remind me of that 
place. 

And Dr. Johansen. I'd probably die still remembering his name. 

Sometimes I'd swear that | could still hear his voice coming from the other end of the room, and I'd look over 
and see him standing in the shadows, with that signature blank smile, as he told me that hed never finished his 
tests 

He wasn't there, of course. He never would be. 

But he'd always be in my head. Everything he'd ever said, everything he'd ever done would continue to haunt 
me for maybe years. I'd keep hearing his voice, seeing him in my dreams, before | realized that it was all in 


my head. 


All in my head, just like he'd almost made me believe my entire life had been. 


- END - 


